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“No distinction of Black or Fair”: The Natu ral 
History of Race in Adam Ferguson’s Lectures 

on Moral Philosophy

Bruce Buchan and Silvia Sebastiani

I. INTRODUCTION

In a lecture delivered on November 30, 1780, the professor of moral phi-
losophy at the University of Edinburgh, Adam Ferguson, declared that 
“From Scandinavia to the Senegal . . .  from the Atlantic to the Indus . . .  
with all the Colonies that have gone out from this extensive tract . . .  con-
sisting of many nations & tongues . . .  changed within the compass of His-
tory . . .  the species has appeared with the greatest advantage. [The] 
Peculiarities of the [Eu ro pean] Race . . .  [provide] the standard to which 
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Race and Instructions for ‘Scientific Travelers’, circa 1750–1850,” Swedish Research 
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member of the Institute for Advanced Study at Prince ton in 2017–18.
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we must refer in describing other Races.”1 Occurring  here in the early part 
of his course, Ferguson explained to his students that moral philosophy 
required an understanding of racial classification, encompassing the physi-
cal, historical, and geographic description of the “species.” This classifica-
tion was also inscribed with a taxonomic hierarchy in which “Eu ro pe ans” 
occupied the status of universal criterion to which all other races  were 
compared. In this article, we examine Ferguson’s lecture notes from his 
course on moral philosophy to illustrate how his analy sis of humanity was 
oriented to wider Eu ro pean debates. We argue that Ferguson’s speculations 
in the lectures suggest impor tant connections to his  earlier An Essay on the 
History of Civil Society reflecting a salient concern with comprehending 
humanity through the categories of race. In contrast to the prevailing dis-
missal of race as a minor strand in Ferguson’s thought,2 we maintain that it 
played an impor tant role in his understanding of humankind and  human 
pro gress in relation to con temporary debates about the science of man.

The historiography of the last thirty years has emphasized the hetero-
geneity of Scotland’s Enlightenment, highlighting its polyphonic voices and 
blending of traditions of natu ral law with republican thought.3 Within this 
diversity what especially  matters are the connections between natu ral phi-
losophy and moral philosophy, which gave shape to the conceptualization 
of stadial history.4 Scots also participated in wider debates across Eu rope, 
linking them with colonial sources of information that ensured that their 

1 Adam Ferguson, “Lectures in Pneumatics,” 3 vols., Edinburgh University Library [EUL], 
Dc. 1. 84–86. “Lecture 12, 30 Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 127. Ferguson numbered and dated each 
lecture, sometimes titling them. Folio numbers  were inserted  later. Hereafter, references to 
the lectures  will be indicated by the number and date as Ferguson recorded them, fol-
lowed by volume and folio numbers. Please note that throughout this article we retain 
Ferguson’s (and his contemporaries’) gender- specific language.
2 See, for instance, the classic study by David Kettler, Adam Ferguson: His Social and Po
liti cal Thought (Abingdon: Routledge, 1965/2017).
3 Istvan Hont and Michael Ignatieff, eds., Wealth and Virtue: The Shaping of Po liti cal 
Economy in the Scottish Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); 
Knud Haakonssen, Natu ral Law and Moral Philosophy: From Grotius to the Scottish 
Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). On Ferguson’s combina-
tion of the languages of civic and commercial humanism, see Lisa Hill, The Passionate 
Society: The Social, Po liti cal and Moral Thought of Adam Ferguson (Dordrecht: Springer, 
2006).
4 Paul B. Wood, “The Natu ral History of Man in the Scottish Enlightenment,” History of 
Science 27 (1989): 89–123. More recently, Fredrik Albritton Jonsson, Enlightenment’s 
Frontier: The Scottish Highlands and the Origins of Environmentalism (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2013); Silvia Sebastiani, The Scottish Enlightenment: Race, Gen
der, and the Limits of Pro gress (New York: Palgrave- Macmillan, 2013).
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“histories of mankind”  were global in scope.5 Universities helped sustain 
 these connections in Scotland’s Enlightenment.6 Yet despite the importance 
attached to curricula designed by Scots intellectuals, Adam Ferguson’s 
manuscript lectures, spanning a de cade of teaching, have generated  little 
sustained scholarly interest.

Long characterized by his background in the Gaelic- speaking High-
lands, Adam Ferguson has been interpreted as a distinctive presence among 
Scotland’s Enlightenment literati by being placed within a civic tradition of 
thought.7 Recent scholarship has re- evaluated this interpretation of Fer-
guson as a lone critic of commercial society. Along with Adam Smith and 
David Hume, Ferguson also defended and extended the new British eco-
nomic and po liti cal order.8 Additionally, scholars have sought to look 
beyond Ferguson’s An Essay on the History of Civil Society to account 
for the entirety of his work as writer and teacher.9 As Craig Smith has in-
sightfully suggested, we also pay attention to Ferguson’s pedagogy and his 
shaping of a “moral science.”10 In this article we argue that Ferguson’s role 
as a teacher of both natu ral philosophy (from 1759 to 1764) and moral 
philosophy (from 1764 to 1785) at the University of Edinburgh contrib-
uted to his social and po liti cal thought.11 We contend that Ferguson’s peda-
gogical activity reflected his study of the “natu ral man” and “historical 
man” based on an empirical method, emphasizing “facts” and “observa-
tions” over conjectures. Furthermore, we follow Iain McDaniel’s contention 
that Ferguson’s science of man was polemically directed against Jean- Jacques 

5 Bruce Buchan, “Scottish Medical Ethnography: Colonial Travel, Stadial Theory, and the 
Natu ral History of Race, c. 1770–1805,” Modern Intellectual History (2019): 1–31.
6 Richard B. Sher, Church and University in the Scottish Enlightenment: The Moderate 
Literati of Edinburgh (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1985/2015).
7 John G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Po liti cal Thought and the 
Atlantic Tradition (Prince ton, NJ: Prince ton University Press, 1975); Fania Oz- Salzberger, 
“Civil Society in the Scottish Enlightenment,” in Civil Society: History and Possibilities, 
ed. Sudipta Kabiraj and Sunil Khilnani (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
58–83; Fania Oz- Salzberger, “Scots, Germans, Republic and Commerce,” in Republican
ism, A Shared Eu ro pean Heritage, ed. Martin van Gelderen and Quentin Skinner, 2 vols. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 2:197–226.
8 Craig Smith, Adam Ferguson and the Idea of Civil Society (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 2019). See also John D. Brewer, “Putting Adam Ferguson in His Place,” 
British Journal of Sociology 58 (2007): 105–22.
9 Iain McDaniel, Adam Ferguson in the Scottish Enlightenment: The Roman Past and 
Eu rope’s  Future (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013).
10 Smith, Adam Ferguson.
11 Roger Emerson, “Science and Moral Philosophy in the Scottish Enlightenment,” in 
Studies in the Philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment, ed. Michael A. Stewart (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990), 11–36.
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Rousseau’s Discours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les 
hommes (1755) and owed much to the method and arguments expounded 
in Buffon’s massive Histoire naturelle (published in thirty- six volumes be-
tween 1749 and 1788).12 Ferguson also reacted against David Hume’s con-
ception of “national characters” by emphasizing the impact of climate in 
shaping the  human mind, thereby sustaining a strictly monoge ne tic view of 
the unity of the  human species. In so  doing he followed Montesquieu, in 
whose Esprit des lois (1748) he found a major source of inspiration and a 
model for treating  human laws in a scientific manner.13 What we find in 
Ferguson’s lectures, however, are subtle shifts of emphasis over time, sug-
gesting an unsettled view on  human races.

For Ferguson,  human nature was at once a subject of history, moral 
philosophy, and physical science. In his Institutes of Moral Philosophy 
(1769), a textbook based on his lectures, Ferguson explained to his stu-
dents that “before we can ascertain rules of morality for mankind, the his-
tory of man’s nature . . .  should be known.”14 This was still his teaching 
program twenty years  later, as shown in his Princi ples of Moral and Po liti
cal Science (1792): “man’s nature is a subject of history and physical sci-
ence” as well as “moral science.”15 Over the course of his  career, Ferguson 
believed that to study the moral condition of humankind required an ap-
preciation of “facts” illustrating what he, following Thomas Reid, called 
the “History & Science of Mind.”16  Human nature was not a  matter for 
idle speculation, but for the systematic study of facts illustrating its opera-
tions by cause and effect, like the movement of bodies  under the influence 
of gravity. It is within this complicated intellectual field that Ferguson 
framed his own thinking about  human races.

12 Iain McDaniel, “Philosophical History and the Science of Man in Scotland: Adam 
Ferguson’s Response to Rousseau,” Modern Intellectual History 10 (2013): 543–68. On 
Buffon’s importance in Scotland, see Paul B. Wood, “Buffon’s Reception in Scotland: The 
Aberdeen Connection,” Annals of Science 44 (1987): 169–90.
13 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), ed. Fania Oz- Salzberger 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 66. Subsequent references are to this edi-
tion  unless other wise specified. See Sebastiani, The Scottish Enlightenment, esp. ch. 1 and 2.
14 Adam Ferguson, Institutes of Moral Philosophy: For the Use of Students in the College 
of Edinburgh [1769] (Edinburgh: A. Kincaid & J. Bell, 1773), 11. See Wood, “The Natu-
ral History of Man.”
15 Adam Ferguson, Princi ples of Moral and Po liti cal Science; Being Chiefly a Retrospect 
of Lectures delivered in the College of Edinburgh, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Strahan, Cadell & 
Creech, 1792), 1:1.
16 “Lecture 40, 17th  Janry 1780,” ff. 384. Also, Adam Ferguson, “Of the Sciences of 
Which the Subject is Mind,” in The Manuscripts of Adam Ferguson, ed. Vincenzo Merolle 
with Robin Dix and Eugene Heath (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2006), 192.
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II. PRO GRESS AND  HUMAN NATURE IN AN ESSAY 
ON THE HISTORY OF CIVIL SOCIETY

Ferguson’s An Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767) rapidly became 
an influential text issued in several subsequent editions and Eu ro pean 
translations.17 The Essay offered a detailed and non- deterministic histori-
cal account of the moral and material development of humankind from 
savagery to civil society, through successive stages of socio- economic devel-
opment. The first half of Ferguson’s Essay repeated the scheme of the sta-
dial model, sketched by Adam Smith in his lectures on jurisprudence at the 
University of Glasgow in the early 1760s.18 The framework of stages, from 
“savagery” to “civilization,” offered a grid in which the histories of  peoples 
could be considered as part of the progressive history of the  human species. 
In the second half of the Essay, Ferguson delivered an ambivalent verdict 
about the historical and moral costs of this transition to modernity. What 
especially  matters for us, however, is the first part of the Essay where Fer-
guson provided a survey “Of the general characteristics of  human nature.”

Ferguson began his Essay on a clear princi ple: man has always lived in 
society. Society, he argued, appeared to be as old as the individual, while a 
pre- social state of nature was only a philosophical fiction serving “partial 
& fanciful systems.”19 Ferguson’s repudiation of Rousseau’s ahistorical 
construction of a state of nature pushed him  toward a natu ral historical 
approach, which placed man and the history of society firmly within the 
order of nature.20 In par tic u lar, Ferguson  adopted Buffon’s definition of 
man, which incorporated an account of the distinctive physical features of 
the species as well as its social characteristics.  Human sociability and ratio-
nality, along with a physically upright posture and the faculty of speech, 
 were the essential and universal attributes of  human beings, distinguishing 
them from other animals.21 Buffon supplied Ferguson with a view of society 

17 Seven editions appeared in Ferguson’s lifetime—in 1767, two in 1768, then in 1773, 
1782, 1793 and 1814— while other unauthorized editions  were published at dif fer ent 
times and in dif fer ent places. A German translation appeared in 1768, followed by a 
French one in 1783.
18 Ronald L. Meek, Social Science and Ignoble Savage (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1976).
19 “Substitute Lecture 35 Janry 13th 1783,” 1, ff. 386
20 Ferguson, Essay, 21 and 9–10.
21 Georges- Louis Leclerc, compte de Buffon, Histoire naturelle générale et particulière, 36 
vols. (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1749–89) [hereafter, HN], vol. 2 (1749): 429ff. See Mi-
chèle Duchet, Anthropologie et histoire au siècle des Lumières (Paris: Albin Michel, 
1971/1995), 229–80.
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that was neither artificial nor contractual, but grounded in nature.22 Soci-
ety was essential to the propagation of the species, and man would never 
be able to survive outside of it. All  human actions, for Buffon as well as for 
Ferguson,  were related to society in  every condition and climate.

From this basis Ferguson built his own stadial account of the historical 
pro gress of mankind. At the very origins of society, the  human species con-
sisted of savages who, far from being anti- social or solitary, lived socially. 
This was a fundamental distinction from non- human animals that simply 
lived “en troupe.”23 Whereas herding animals and  humans shared a gre-
garious disposition, only  human society was the domain of improvement: 
“In other classes of animals, the individual advances from infancy of age or 
maturity; and he attains, in the compass of a single life, to all the perfection 
his nature can reach: but in the  human kind, the species has a pro gress as 
well as the individual.”24 What seems  here a rather unremarkable point, 
that  human beings  were distinctive in their capacity for improvement as 
individuals and species, glossed over a question of growing importance 
within both moral philosophy and natu ral history: Was the  human capac-
ity for improvement solely due to the individual’s capacity to learn, create, 
and solve prob lems, or to some form of inherited capability transmitted 
inter- generationally?

The question appears to have been on Ferguson’s mind, as the fourth 
edition of the Essay, in 1773, incorporated a significant revision of the pas-
sage above. Here he emphatically ruled out the possibility that improve-
ment was inherited:

The attainments of the parent do not descend in the blood of his 
 children, nor is the pro gress of man to be considered as a physical 
mutation of the species. The individual, in  every age, has the same 
race to run from infancy to manhood, and  every infant, or igno-
rant person, now is a model of what man was in his original state. 
He enters on his  career with advantages peculiar  to his  age; 
but his natu ral talent is prob ably the same. The use and applica-
tion of  this talent is changing, and men continue their works in 
progression through many ages together: They build on founda-
tions laid by their ancestors; and in a succession of years, tend to 
a  perfection  in the application  of  their faculties,  to  which  the 

22 Buffon, HN, vol. 4 (1753): 96–99; vol. 7 (1758): 29–30.
23 Buffon, HN, vol. 4 (1753): 90.
24 Ferguson, Essay, 10.
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aid of long experience is required, and to which many generations 
must have combined their endeavours.25

 Here, Ferguson affirmed a foundational assumption: that  humans  were 
characterised by a universally shared “natu ral talent” for improvement.26 
The advantages (and disadvantages) of place and time may have differed 
between socie ties, but the capacity of individuals to improve and pro gress 
 because (or in spite) of them was “prob ably the same.” Consequently, the 
 human species advanced and developed in step with the improvements that 
individuals  were able to attain in each generation.

In this way, Ferguson once again followed Buffon who had argued 
that the capacity to think and to communicate  were the essential character-
istics of  human superiority.27 Adopting this natu ral historical orientation 
enabled Ferguson to separate his own approach from Rousseau’s conten-
tion that language and society  were artificial instruments rather than natu-
ral accomplishments.28 For Ferguson all  human beings, no  matter how 
apparently savage, could speak and thereby pro gress. Man was in  great 
part the “artificer of his own frame, as well as his fortune.”29

The pro cess of civilization—by which supposed savages became ever 
more civil— produced nothing that was not already in  human nature. Man 
was a superior animal, belonging to a species apart. As Buffon had also 
pointed out, even in the most extreme degradation man never descended to 
mere animality: “he is, in short, a man in  every condition.”30 Yet precisely 
 here Buffon and Ferguson (along with many of their contemporaries) be-
came enmeshed in speculations about race. Buffon had formulated a new 
concept of species as a constant succession of similar individuals able to 
reproduce.31 The infertility of hybrids was the fixed line of demarcation 

25 Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society [1767], 4th ed. (London: T. 
Cadell, 1773), 7, emphasis added.
26 His lecture notes from 1780 contain the following marginal annotation: “ Every animal 
is made for a certain place & function, Man for himself to learn to advance & to improve 
in defi nitely.” See “Lecture 31 4th Janry 1780,” 2, ff. 304.
27 Buffon, HN, vol. 2 (1749): 439.
28 Rousseau developed his views of the natu ral  human condition in his Discours sur 
l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes, published in 1755. See 
 McDaniel, “Philosophical History.”
29 Ferguson, Essay, 12.
30 Ferguson, Essay, 11.
31 Buffon, HN, vol. 2 (1749): 11–12; vol. 4 (1753): 385–86. Buffon  here followed in John 
Ray’s footsteps. See Phillip R. Sloan, “The Idea of Racial Degeneracy in Buffon’s Histoire 
Naturelle,” in Racism in the Eigh teenth  Century, ed. Harold E. Pagliaro (Cleveland: Case 
Western Reserve University Press, 1973), 293–321; Phillip R. Sloan, “The Gaze of Natu ral 
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between species, as in the case of  horse and donkey, or  human and monkey. 
He argued that any animal, including man, could degenerate into dif fer ent 
“races” within its own species, caused by climate and geography. Yet the 
dissimilarities between races, however deep, remained external: it was the 
“same man” who was “black- colored” (verni de noir) in the torrid zones 
and physically smaller (rapetissé) in the extreme cold. In this sense, dark 
complexion constituted a deviation— even a diminishing— “measurable in 
terms of symptoms.”32

Due to their natu ral ingenuity and mobility,  humans had now colo-
nized very diverse geographic and climatic zones leading, it was supposed, 
to a variety of physical dissimilarities between races. Unlike the character-
istics of the species (such as rationality, language, and an erect posture) 
which remained fixed, the physical markers of race (lighter or darker com-
plexion, curled or straight hair, flat or aquiline nose, for example)  were 
considered contingent and reversible over a certain length of time. In this 
re spect, it is impor tant to note that Buffon considered the whiteness of the 
Eu ro pean race to be the “general prototype” by which other races  were 
related by “degeneration” from it. Together with dégénération/dégénerer, 
the French naturalist also used the terms altération, dégradation and déna
turation.33 Buffon assumed that within eight to twelve generations the 
color of Africans transported to a cold environment would dis appear (his 
expression was “laver la peau d’un Nègre”), and they would “return” to 
being as white as the inhabitants of the areas in which they came to live (a 
point that he reasserted again in 1766).34

The physical markers of race  were thus outcomes of a pro cess of “al-
teration,” as Claude- Olivier Doron puts it, rather than “alterity.”35 Ac-

History,” in Inventing  Human Sciences: Eighteenth Century Domains, ed. Christopher 
Fox, Roy Porter and Robert Wokler (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1995), 112–51.
32 Andrew Curran, The Anatomy of Blackness: Science and Slavery in an Age of Enlight
enment (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011), 118, and more generally 
chaps. 3 and 4.
33 Buffon, HN, vol. 3 (1749): 371ff.; vol. 4 (1753): 388ff.; vol. 14 (1766): 311ff. On Buf-
fon’s definition of “prototype général”: vol. 4 (1753): 215. See Claude Blanckaert, “Buf-
fon and the Natu ral History of Man: Writing History and the ‘Foundational Myth’ of 
Anthropology,” History of the  Human Sciences 6 (1993): 13–50; Blanckaert, “Les condi-
tions d’émergence de la science des races au début du XIXe siècle,” in L’idée de “race” 
dans les sciences humaines et la littérature (XVIIIe et XIXe siècles), ed. Sarga Moussa 
(Paris: L’Harmattan, 2003), 133–49, esp. 136–37.
34 Buffon, HN, vol. 14 (1766): 316.
35 Claude- Olivier Doron, L’homme altéré: Races et dégénérescence (XVIIe– XIXe siècles) 
(Paris: Champ Vallon, 2016).
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cording to Doron, Buffon provided a “genealogical” style of reasoning 
that, in contrast with  those based on static “classification,” explained the 
gradual emergence of “races” over time and in dif fer ent geographic locales 
in a way that was compatible with a Biblical insistence on monogenesis.36 
Hence, race did not describe a static and permanent condition of absolute 
difference, but a range of heritable characteristics constituting variation on 
a universal pattern.

Buffon and Ferguson thus combined a double movement in their con-
ceptualization of  human history: the degeneration of the  human type into 
races and pro gress of the species  toward civil society. This became evident 
in Buffon’s three characteristics distinguishing the races: color of the skin, 
eyes, and hair; shape and size of the body; and the “naturel,” or the inclina-
tions, manners, and way of life a  people exhibited. Civilization directly af-
fected physical appearance, together with nourishment and way of life. 
This was why, Buffon thought, the more “civilized”  peoples in Eu rope and 
Asia  were stronger and more handsome than  those he deemed less “civi-
lized.” The prob lem, as both Buffon and Ferguson saw it, was that in the 
passage from the physical man to the civilized and moral man lay an inher-
ent tension between the pro gress of Eu ro pean civil society and the delays 
and immobility they believed  were vis i ble across the global map of  human 
races.37 How Buffon and Ferguson thought on this salient issue was 
framed by Montesquieu’s well- known contention in his Esprit des lois that 
the force of climate  shaped national characters.38 By adopting this view, 
Ferguson clearly distanced himself from Hume who had dismissed the role 
of physical  causes on the  human mind. Hume’s criticism of climatic dis-
course pivoted on the uniform and universal moral disposition  toward 
sympathy. As he stated in his essay “On National Characters,” “If we run 
over the globe, or revolve the annals of history, we  shall discover  every 
where signs of a sympathy or contagion of manners, none of the influence 
of air or climate.”39 In a footnote to the same essay, Hume had argued that 

36 Claude- Olivier Doron, “Race and Genealogy: Buffon and the Formation of the Con-
cept of ‘Race,’ ” Humana.Mente Journal of Philosophical Studies 22 (2012): 75–109.
37 Sebastiani, The Scottish Enlightenment, 58.
38 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws (1748), ed. Anne Cohler, Basia Miller, and Harold 
Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), part 3, chap. 3, 279–81. Montes-
quieu’s Esprit was Buffon’s source on the effects of climate.
39 David Hume, “Of National Characters” [1748], in Essays Moral, Po liti cal, and Liter
ary, ed. Eugene Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1985), 197–215, at 204. See also A 
Treatise of  Human Nature [1739], ed. L.A. Selby- Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896), 
2:316–7. The footnote, which appeared in the 1753–54 edition of the Essays, was subse-
quently revised and included as an endnote in  later editions. It can be read as a direct 
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the superiority of “whites” was not to be explained by means of climate, 
but  because he considered “negroes” to be a “naturally inferior” species. In 
order to explain their “savagery,” Hume drew upon the polyge ne tic hy-
pothesis of an original and natu ral distinction between  human “breeds.” 
Such a distinction was not merely one of color, but of “temper or genius,” 
due not “to the air, food or climate,” but to inherent characteristics.40

In contrast to Hume, Ferguson followed Montesquieu and Buffon in 
arguing for the impact of climate both on the body and on the mind of 
man. As a consequence, and in contrast to all other animal species, man 
could “subsist in  every climate,” but only aspire to “the principal honours 
of his species within the temperate zone” between polar and equatorial 
extremes.41 Indeed, Ferguson rejected Hume’s contention that black Afri-
cans  were dif fer ent in nature from white Eu ro pe ans: “ There is a vigour, a 
reach of capacity, and a sensibility of mind, which may characterise as well 
the savage as the citizen, the slave as well as the master.”42 Ferguson was 
no less convinced than Hume of Eu ro pean superiority, but followed Mon-
tesquieu in arguing that only  those socie ties situated in temperate climes 
 were capable of developing and organ izing complex forms of government 
( either as republics, monarchies, or a mixture between the two).43 As far as 
Ferguson was concerned, Africa appeared to have no history. The torrid 
zone  limited “the active range of the  human soul,” hindering freedom and 
the maturing of wise po liti cal proj ects.44

 These observations, however,  were tempered by the general consider-
ation that variations in temperament and character did not correspond to 
“the number of degrees” separating the poles from the Equator.45 Fergu-
son took care to explain why at the same latitudes as “civilized” Eu rope, 
the  peoples of Amer i ca remained “savage”: “The climates of Amer i ca, 

response to Montesquieu’s Esprit des lois. For an overall examination, see Aaron Garrett 
and Silvia Sebastiani, “David Hume on Race,” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy 
of Race, ed. Naomi Zack (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 31–43.
40 Hume, “National characters,” 200.
41 Ferguson, Essay, 106.
42 Ferguson, Essay, 107.
43 Ferguson, Essay, 106–18. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Book XIV, chaps. 2–3; 
Book XIX, chap. 2; Book XVII, chaps. 1–8.
44 Ferguson, Essay, 108–9. See Ueli Zahnd, “Civilized Scots? Climate, Race and the Bar-
barian North in Early Modern Scottish Philosophy,” in The Territories of Philosophy in 
Modern Historiography, ed. Catherine Konig- Pralong, Mario Meliado, and Zornitsa 
Radeva (Turnhout: Brepols; Bari: Edizioni di Pagina, 2019), 127–47. See also Roxann 
Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth Century Brit
ish Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), esp. ch. 4.
45 Ferguson, Essay, 113.
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though taken  under the same parallel, are observed to differ from  those of 
Eu rope.  There, extensive marshes,  great lakes, aged, decayed, and crouded 
forests, with the other circumstances that mark an uncultivated country, 
are supposed to replenish the air with heavy and noxious vapours, that . . .  
carry the inconveniencies of the frigid zone far into the temperate.”46 Fer-
guson’s universalism was thus  limited by climate. It was the “unequal dis-
tribution of climate, by which the lot, as well as the national character, of 
the Northern Asiatic may be deemed inferior to that of Eu ro pe ans who lie 
 under the same parallels.”47 In Ferguson’s analy sis, the importance of 
physical and environmental  factors served to define the historical borders 
separating  peoples into varying degrees of “savagery” or “barbarism” be-
yond which they could not pro gress.

Yet climatic and social conditions could also prompt degeneration, as 
Ferguson observed of the “Hollander” who was “laborious and industrious 
in Eu rope,” but rendered “languid and slothful in India.”48 Ferguson ap-
peared  here to entertain a notion of diverse “temperament[s] . . .  which the 
climate bestows” on  human populations, a concept that implied physical 
characteristics (such as complexion and stature), but which also incorpo-
rated social adaptations to climate with consequent moral dispositions (in-
dustriousness or idleness, profligacy or thrift).49 While the concept had an 
ancient lineage in Eu ro pean thought, Ferguson appears to have used it to 
accommodate a level of uncertainty on the question of just how subject 
humanity was to the effects of climate.50 It is  here, we contend, that the 
manuscript lectures are so impor tant in providing a series of clues as to 
Ferguson’s thinking on humanity over a course of years.

III. RACE IN FERGUSON’S LECTURES  
ON MORAL PHILOSOPHY

Ferguson presented his course of lectures on moral philosophy as a pro-
gressive science in which all branches of knowledge  were to be understood 

46 Ferguson, Essay, 113.
47 Ferguson, Essay, 114.
48 Ferguson, Essay, 115, 222. See Iain McDaniel, “Enlightened History and the Decline of 
Nations: Ferguson, Raynal, and the contested Legacies of the Dutch Republic,” History 
of Eu ro pean Ideas 36 (2010): 203–16.
49 Ferguson, Essay, 134.
50 Jan Golinski, British Weather and the Climate of Enlightenment (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2007), 173–81.
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as contributions to the historical development of the  human species. Fergu-
son held the chair of moral philosophy at the university from 1764 to 
1785, but his surviving lecture notes only span the years between 1775 and 
his retirement in 1785. For Ferguson, race occupied an impor tant part of 
the teaching of what he called “Pneumatics . . .  or the physical science of 
mind:” the true “foundation of moral philosophy.”51 “Pneumatics” Fergu-
son defined as the “knowledge of mind or Spirit,” thereby orienting his stu-
dents  toward a study of the defining princi ple that distinguished the species: 
the operation of the  human mind.52 This was a quest for which he believed 
Eu ro pe ans  were best fitted, being “a Race that is given to enquiry.”53

Ferguson’s use of the term “pneumatics” imparted something of a dou-
ble meaning; Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary defined the word as  either a 
“branch of mechanicks” dealing with air and fluids, or the metaphysical 
study of the “souls of men.”54 In this sense, pneumatics echoed a Stoic 
concept of pneuma: a blending of air and heat that infused activity and 
growth in all living  things and animated the  human soul.55 Ferguson’s 
well- known admiration of the Stoics subsisted alongside his commitment 
to the scientific study of the physical and mechanical operation of na-
ture.56 He exemplified scientific study in his tenure as professor of natu ral 
philosophy, in which capacity he became a colleague to Joseph Black, pro-
fessor of chemistry at Edinburgh. Black’s research on the properties of air 
and heat (sometimes described as the study of pneumatic chemistry) Fergu-
son  later commemorated as “a just comprehension of facts.”57 Ferguson 
carried the same commitment to the scientific study of nature into his 
teaching of moral philosophy. Jack Hill has recently argued that Ferguson 
came to doubt the usefulness of “pneumatics,” suggesting that it conveyed 
a prioritization of “metaphysical accounts” of the  human mind.58 Yet 

51 Ferguson, Institutes of Moral Philosophy, 11–13, 16–17. See Wood, “The Science of 
Man,” 205.
52 “Opening Lecture, 11th Novr 1783,” 1, ff. 1. See Hill, The Passionate Society, 77.
53 “Lecture 6 Nov 19th 1776,” 1, ff. 62.
54 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the En glish Language, 2 vols. (London: printed for 
J. F. and C. Rivington et.al., 1785 [1755]).
55 David Sedley, “Hellenistic Physics and Metaphysics,” in The Cambridge History of 
Hellenistic Philosophy, ed. Keimpe Algra, Jonathan Barnes, Jaap Mansfeld, and Malcolm 
Schofield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 387–90.
56 Hill, Passionate Society, 35–37 and 75.
57 Adam Ferguson, “Minutes of the Life and Character of Joseph Black, M.D. Addressed 
to the Royal Society of Edinburgh,” Royal Society of Edinburgh Transactions 5, no. 3 
(1801): 110.
58 Jack A. Hill, Adam Ferguson and Ethical Integrity: The Man and his Prescriptions for 
the Moral Life (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2017), 45.
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throughout the lectures, Ferguson construed “pneumatics” as an inquiry 
into the moral condition of  human beings illustrative of “Physical Law[s],” 
disciplined by “Rule[s] of Fact” and verifiable “Laws of Nature” explaining 
the universal operation of natu ral pro cesses (such as mechanism, gravita-
tion, and magnetism).59 By means of such a study, “The Descent of Rivers 
in Asia” could be traced to “the Same Laws of Gravitation & Fluidity with 
the Descent of Rivers in Eu rope,” and hence “The Society of Men” could 
be explained by “the same Law with the Herding of animals.”60 For Fer-
guson, therefore, pneumatics comprehended the physical description of 
humanity within nature, subject to natu ral laws, yet explained thereby hu-
manity’s superior metaphysical accomplishment: “ Under the title of Pneu-
matick or the Physical Science of mans [sic] nature Our Inquiries  will be 
confined to the Fact merely. What men are? What they have done? And 
what exhibited By the Individual? By the society? What is man conscious 
of in himself[?] What does he observe in other men[?] We hold up to Man 
a Picture of himself.”61 Physical anthropology therefore constituted the 
opening section of the course, and race occupied a prominent place in  these 
lectures across the succession of years. Ferguson conceptualized this as a 
distinct component within the structure of the course.62 In his  later Princi
ples of Moral and Po liti cal Science based on his course of lectures, he simi-
larly began with a physical description of the species which he entitled 
(quoting Buffon): “The Natu ral History of Man.”63 The evidence to be 
gleaned from the lecture notes as to Ferguson’s thinking on race is sugges-
tive rather than conclusive. Ferguson used his lectures to pre sent race as a 
 matter of fact, but one that required further investigation and about which 
a variety of speculations might be made. Interestingly, both his apparent 
certainties and his repeated speculations about race  were largely omitted 
from the Princi ples where he referred to  human variety obliquely.64 In the 
lecture notes, however, race was addressed directly, and his comments seem 
to have been presented as talking points for a discursive pre sen ta tion of 
material.65 In what follows, we address only a few of the more striking 
features in his pre sen ta tion of race in the lectures.

59 “Lecture 8th 23rd Novr 1780,” 2, ff. 382.
60 “Lecture 8th 23rd Novr 1780,” 2, ff. 383.
61 “Opening Lecture 11th Novr 1783,” 1, ff. 3.
62 “Lecture 31 4th Janry 1780,” 2, ff. 304.
63 Ferguson, Institutes of Moral Philosophy, 15.
64 Ferguson, Princi ples, 1:6.
65 On the method of instruction of moral philosophy in Edinburgh, see Richard B. Sher, 
“Professors of Virtue: The Social History of the Edinburgh Moral Philosophy Chair in 
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Although Ferguson maintained a consistent interest in race, he wres-
tled with the concept and its moral implications. His thinking and pre sen-
ta tion of the material appeared to shift and change over the years. In 1775 
Ferguson discussed race purely geo graph i cally, assigning  great differences 
in character and “inequalities” (by which he meant differences) to cli-
mate.66 His pre sen ta tion echoed the Essay by not emphasizing any kind of 
taxonomy, which was to be a  later innovation in his lectures. For the time 
being, he was concerned more with basic anatomical similarity, though 
with marked climatic differences:

In all this variety of situation the species differs considerably. The 
Man of the Torrid Zone differs from the man of the Temperate & 
Frigid Zone. . . .  All the Varietys in the races of men are reduce-
able to inequalities of temperament & Genius. Difference of Co-
lour [inserted: “complection”] from fair to Black some difference 
of Features and [inserted: “in equality”] of stature.  Towards the 
Polar Circle in Amer i ca in Eu rope & in Asia. The Race of man-
kind is swarthy of Low stature Dull & Phlegmatic. In the temper-
ate Climats from thence  towards the Tropicks The North American 
the Eu ro pean The Tartar of Asia [inserted: “The Persian & the 
Chinese”] to be of a superior Character. A more ardent tempera-
ment a finer observation a more active spirit. More frequent revo-
lutions. On Lower Latitudes near the Tropicks & beyond them. 
The Americans of Mexico & Peru The Negros of Senegal & of 
Guinea. The Ethiopian The Hindoo The Negro of New Holland 
& the Islands of the Pacific sensible to Plea sure & addicted to it. 
Inventive. Mercenary abject servile. . . .  Beyond this Range in South 
Amer i ca in Affrica in New Zealand the species appears to regain 
its vigour. Hence Climat appears to diversify the Character & 
Genius of mankind.67

Ferguson’s analy sis at this time was preoccupied with the bewildering vari-
ety of individual qualities, national circumstances, and po liti cal arrange-
ments, such that it would be “impossible to enumerate the va ri e ties that 

the Eigh teenth  Century,” in Studies in the Philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment, 87–
126. On Ferguson’s teaching, see Smith, Adam Ferguson, esp. chaps. 2–4.
66 “Lecture 11 Decr 5th 1775,” 1, ff. 217.
67 “Lecture 11 Decr 5th 1775,” 1, ff. 216–17. The insertions in square brackets indicate 
the words and phrases that Ferguson wrote above his excisions in the original lecture 
text.
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may arise in the state of Mankind.”68 Ferguson spoke of “Varietys of the 
 Human Race,” which suggests that the category of “race” was stable while 
“variety” referred to incidental differences in “temperament & Genius,” 
“Manners,” “Features, complection & stature.”69

Drawing on Buffon’s and Daubenton’s description of the erect  human 
posture, Ferguson positioned himself within the con temporary Eu ro pean 
debate in locating race in relation to the physical structure of the  human 
body. In 1776 he was emphatic: “Man appears from the Anatomy of his 
body to be destined for the Erect Posture. And he has in fact assumed it in 
all ages & Nations. Without any exception or Variation what ever, in the 
case of any Clan, Race or  Family.”70 In Ferguson’s phrasing, the position 
of race, between clan and  family, revealed that the term for him connoted a 
group of  people linked by their origins: a lineage, extraction, a stock, or a 
par tic u lar breed.71 Importantly, inserted into and underlined in the text of 
this lecture was the caveat: “No distinction of Black or Fair.” Though in-
complete,  these references construed  human beings as unquestionably one 
species, derived from the original Biblical  couple, as anatomically alike but 
rendered variable by means of climate over the course of generations. Race, 
in other words, was for Ferguson a  matter of variety (or degeneration as 
Buffon had suggested), induced primarily by climatic circumstances. Race 
was marked not simply in varying stature and complexion, but in dif fer ent 
standards of “genius,” in their variable dispositions and social and po liti cal 
defects and accomplishments.

Ferguson’s ideas on race appear to have been malleable, but  there is 
evidence to suggest that he developed a somewhat sharper view of the fea-
tures supposedly separating  human races. In par tic u lar, he began to shift 
from an early emphasis on endless national va ri e ties  toward a focus on a 
smaller number of racial types that he still understood as products of their 
own history. The most obvious sign of this shift was the first explicit dis-
cussion of the two predominant and conflicting racial taxonomies— those 

68 “Lecture 99 April 19th 1776,” 2, ff. 516.
69 “Lecture 11 Novr 26 1776,” 1, ff. 140.
70 “Lecture 9 Novr 22nd 1776,” 1, ff. 109–10. In his Delle corporee differenze essenziali 
che passano tra la struttura de’ bruti, e la umana, published in 1770 and translated into 
German in 1771, the Italian anatomist Pietro Moscati had maintained that the upright 
posture was not a distinctive  human characteristic, but the “product of art.” The same 
point was also asserted by Lord Monboddo in the first volume of his Origin and Pro gress 
of Language (1773).
71 See Nicholas Hudson, “From ‘Nation’ to ‘Race’: The Origin of Racial Classification in 
Eighteenth- Century Thought,” Eighteenth Century Studies 29 (1996): 247–64.
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of Buffon and Linnaeus— which occurred in his lecture of Novem-
ber 1780.72  Here he maintained that

Attempts have been made to reduce this Variety to a few Titles. 
The Arrangement of Linnaeus. The Eu ro pean. The Asiatic. The 
African & the American. Geo graph i cal but Improper & incom-
plete. The Arrangement of Buffon Into six Class. The Eu ro pean. 
The Samoide. The Tartar. The Hindoo. The Negro and the Ameri-
can.  There is something arbitrary in  every such arrangement. But 
if it be distinct & comprehend the Principal Differences that is 
enough.73

On the following day, Ferguson addressed Buffon’s taxonomy: “Va ri e ties 
of the  Human Race may refer to manners Establishments Arts & Attain-
ments. Differences Personal or Casual. and Hereditary. Of the last some are 
connected with Climat. The Principal Distinctions of the Race are taken 
from the Complexion Features & Statures. Reduceable to six Races. The 
Eu ro pean. The Samoiede. The Tartar. The Hindoo. The Negro and the 
American.”74 Ferguson’s adoption of racial classification in the lectures 
from 1780 was doubly significant. Not only did he now pre sent race in an 
explic itly natu ral historical framework, his discussion began to place more 
emphasis on inherited racial characteristics.  Here again Ferguson followed 
Buffon for whom reproduction and the inter- generational transmission of 
characters was integral to his view of  human races.75 Ferguson was not 
entirely clear about which characteristics  were inherited and which  were 
not. In 1780 he speculated that inheritance explained not only dif fer ent 
complexions and statures but also the dif fer ent effects of disease on  human 
populations, and he went on to suggest that “Genius[,] mea sure of Under-
standing & Disposition come into the same account.”76 In the same lecture, 
however, he explic itly stated that “Va ri e ties in the attainment of knowledge 
art & Habit are In de pen dent [of heredity]. Thus Differ the Ages of the 
Rude & Polished.”  These characteristics  were explained by the uncertain 
influence of climatic  factors over a long course of time. As he expressed it 

72 From an extensive lit er a ture, see the classic article by Phillip R. Sloan, “The Buffon- 
Linnaeus Controversy,” Isis 67 (1976): 356–75.
73 “Lecture 11 29th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 117.
74 “Lecture 12 30th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 127.
75 On Buffon’s discussion of hereditary diseases, see HN, vol. 4 (1753): 388. See also 
Doron, L’homme altéré.
76 “Recapitulation Lecture 11 29th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 116–17.
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in 1779, “an adequate length of time  under the dif fer ent Influences of Cli-
mat Situation & Diet” was enough to “[a]ccount for the Diversity of Race.”77 
The influences of climate continued to interest him in 1780 and afterward, 
but he began to see the manifestations of difference as more significant. 
“The Circumstance[s]” of  human variety  were “gradual & insensible,” he 
commented in 1780, but “marked and striking” at the extremes. The 
cause of such variation was “connected with Climat but by what Tye may 
be questioned.”78

Despite entertaining the possibility of hereditary characteristics, Fer-
guson did not construe racial taxonomy as inconsistent with the universal-
ity of humanity. He emphasised that  human ingenuity was “common to all 
men.”79 Populations may differ in being “marked or Mutilated by Acci-
dent or Design,” he pointed out in 1780. Nonetheless, he concluded, along-
side the universal ingenuity of the  human species, “Nations Tribes & even 
 Familys have their peculiar aspects which run in the Blood.”80 Of  these, it 
is notable that in 1779 and again in 1780, Ferguson seemed most con-
cerned about complexion. In a lecture from late 1779 Ferguson noted that 
“In re spect to Complexion the Carnation seems to belong to the more tem-
perate Climats.”81 Yet even  here, Ferguson was not always consistent. In 
contrast to the view clearly stated in the 1773 revision of his Essay, Fer-
guson used his lectures in 1779 to consider the issue of characteristics 
heritable in “the Blood,” namely “Stature, Features & Complexion.”82 
Ferguson’s reflections  were posed in a rhetorical pre sen ta tion of “objec-
tions” to the supposition that climate alone could produce all the evident 
variety of racial characteristics.  Here he confronted one by one the argu-
ments advanced by Lord Kames to prove the existence of multiple  human 
species: “Objections. 1st Changes produced in the Person of the Parent by 
external  Causes do not descend to his offspring. Changes that affect the 
Blood do descend. The American uniform in all Climats. . . .  The Imputation 
of so much Effect of Climat not agreeable to Experience. The negro bred in 
the Cold Climats does not become less Black.”83 While it is not pos si ble to 

77 “Lecture 13 25th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 152.
78 “Recapitulation Lecture 29th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 116–17.
79 “Recapitulation Lecture 29th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 114.
80 “Recapitulation Lecture 29th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 116.
81 The following discussion and quotations are all taken from the following lecture: “Lec-
ture 13 25th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 152–53.
82 “Lecture 12 24th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 134–35. See also, footnote 23 above.
83 “Lecture 13 25th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 152–53; Henry Home, Lord Kames, Sketches of 
the History of Man (1774), 3 vols. (Edinburgh: W. Creech; London, W.  Strahan and 
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gauge from Ferguson’s notes the weight he attached to the objections to 
climatic theory, one point was for him indisputable: “The Fact however is 
that the Carnation of [inserted: “the temperate Climats of”] Eu rope fades 
in a dif fer ent Latitude.”

The fear that Eu ro pean settlers degenerated in colonial environments 
had a long history,84 but Ferguson’s references to the “carnation” in the 
lecture series in late 1779 (and  after) are intriguing. The term had a dual 
connotation— botanical (being the name of a common flower) and artistic 
(referring to the paint er’s art of depicting flesh tones). While the botanical 
connotation could reflect Ferguson’s interest in natu ral history, it would 
appear he was more interested in the color of flesh and blood.85 In par tic-
u lar, Ferguson’s references to carnation echoed his classification of the “Eu-
ro pean race” as the “standard” of beauty by its physical attributes and 
geographic specificity: “Complection. Carnation with vari ous shades. Eye 
vari ous from light grey to Black: but comparatively open & large. Hair 
vari ous from flaxen to Black. Visage oval Prominent Features. Gradations 
of complexion. Greatest Beauty of the Race Greece & Rome the Euxene 
[Black Sea] & Caspian. This Race subsists by Industry & skill.”86 Two 
features of Ferguson’s definition of the “Eu ro pean race” are of interest 
 here: his emphasis on color and his inclusion of the Caucasus region (terri-
tory between the Caspian and Black seas) in its distribution. Ferguson’s 
identification of the “Euxene and Caspian” was especially distinctive. Jo-
hann Blumenbach was  later to use the designation of this same region to 
name the “Caucasian race.” He considered this race an epitome of physical 
beauty and proportion, emphasising its colour: “white, cheeks rosy.”87 
Buffon had also considered this region but he had described its inhabitants 
not as one “Eu ro pean race,” but as a wide variety of nations and  peoples. 
Along with the “ people of Eu rope in general,” Buffon wrote,  these  people 

T.  Cadell, 1778), 1:esp. 24–26, on which see Sebastiani, The Scottish Enlightenment, 
chap. 3.
84 See, for instance, Jorge Cañizares- Esguerra, “New World, New Stars: Patriotic Astrol-
ogy and the Invention of Indian and Creole Bodies in Colonial Spanish Amer i ca, 1600–
1650,” The American Historical Review 104 (1999): 33–68.
85 Mechthild Fend, Fleshing out Surfaces: Skin in French Art and Medicine, 1650–1850 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 22–23 and chap. 5.
86 “Lecture 12 30th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 128; also: “Lecture 12 24th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 
134–35.
87 Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, De generis humani varietate nativa, editio tertia (Göt-
tingen: apud Vandenhoek et Ruprecht, 1795) in The Anthropological Treatises of Johann 
Friedrich Blumenbach, ed. Thomas Bendyshe (London: Longman, Green, Longman, 
Roberts & Green, 1865), 209, 237, 265.
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 were “the fairest and the most handsome men in the world . . .  [who] have 
a striking resemblance to each other.”88

Ferguson’s emphasis on the “fading” of Eu ro pean carnation was a 
product of the entanglement of medical and Biblical concerns raised by the 
classification of the diversity of  human races within a monoge ne tic frame-
work. This enmeshed both professors and students in debates within the 
universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow in the early 1770s.89 The issues 
 were canvassed in John Hunter’s 1775 Disputatio, a medical thesis pre-
sented at Edinburgh, subsequently published by William Smellie and John 
Balfour.90 Hunter provided a medical account of racial color, and it was a 
major influence on the entry  under “Colour of  human species” in the third 
volume of the second edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1778.91 It 
is very probable that Ferguson was familiar with the arguments presented 
in the Disputatio and Encyclopaedia, and he had been cited by Hunter as 
an authority on the effects of climate on the  human frame and mind.92 In 
his lectures, Ferguson considered the issue of color from both a physical 
and a moral perspective. At issue  here was the question of  whether the 
“fading” of color from ruddy or rosy to lighter or darker shades, as a con-
sequence of exposure to the sun, was evidence of racial degeneration or of 
non- inheritable variation.

Anne Lafont has suggested that Enlightenment intellectuals  were com-
ing to rely more heavi ly on the testimony derived from painting and the 
paint erly use of pigment to represent  human diversity.93 Was it purely co-
incidental that Ferguson began referring to carnation in the years leading 
up to his commissioning Sir Joshua Reynolds to paint his portrait in 1781–
82? Quite possibly, but why did Ferguson become so interested in carna-
tion and its “fading” in other latitudes at this time? It is impossible to be 

88 Buffon, HN, vol. 3 (1749): 433.
89 Colin Kidd, “Medicine, Race, and Radicalism in the  Later Scottish Enlightenment,” in 
The Practice of Reform in Health, Medicine, and Science, 1500–2000: Essays for Charles 
Webster, ed. Margaret Pelling and Scott Mandelbrote (Ashgate: Aldershot, 2005): 
207–22.
90 John Hunter, Disputatio inauguralis, quaedam de hominum varietatibus, et harum cau
sis exponens (Edinburgh, Balfour et Smellie, 1775). The En glish translation can be found 
in Bendysche, The Anthropological Treatises of Johann Friedrich Blumenbach.
91 Encyclopaedia Britannica; or, a Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, &c. On a Plan Entirely 
New [. . .]. 2nd Edition; Greatly Improved and Enlarged, 10 vols. (Edinburgh, J. Balfour 
et al., 1778–83), vol. 3 (1778): 2083–84. The article “History” in the same edition, vol. 5 
(1780): 3649–88, included a chart of historical timelines bearing Ferguson’s name.
92 Hunter, Disputatio Inauguralis, 45.
93 Anne Lafont, L’Art et la race: L’Africain (tout) contre l’œil des Lumières (Dijon: Les 
Presses du réel, 2019).
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definitive, but the increasing attention in Ferguson’s lectures to  human 
races should be contextualized by a consideration of both his institutional 
position within the University of Edinburgh, as well as his personal experi-
ence of entanglement in Atlantic colonial policy.

The lectures of 1779 and 1780, in which he began to speak explic itly 
of racial taxonomies and of carnation,  were the first series that he offered 
 after returning from an absence from Edinburgh between April of 1778 
and May 1779. During this time, he served as the secretary to the ill- fated 
Carlisle Commission sent to Philadelphia to negotiate an end to hostilities 
with the American colonies and their return to the Empire.94 The Commis-
sion ended in farce by issuing threats of unlimited warfare against Ameri-
can farms and towns. On his return to London, Ferguson provided further 
notes to the Commissioners that “rebels” in arms against their sovereign 
 were not entitled to protection  under the laws of war. War,  limited or other-
wise, was much on his mind. Ferguson’s American trip confirmed a key 
feature of his An Essay on the History of Civil Society— that warfare was 
an index of historical pro gress. This was a view to which he returned in his 
lectures of November and December of 1779, reflecting not only that “Man 
is destined to War and Peace,” but that refinements in the “arts of war”  were 
among the principal springs for  human pro gress and “improvement.”95 
We might also conclude, however, that this index had multiple and com-
plex local variations, as indeed did the  human species. Such variations 
could only be accounted for, Ferguson maintained, by the action of cli-
mate and diet over a long course of generations. Yet he was unwilling to let 
the  matter rest and returned to the taxonomic puzzle of races immediately 
 after 1779.

His return to the university in mid-1779 coincided with the revival of 
natu ral history as part of the medical curriculum. The Linnaean natu ral 
historian, John Walker, was appointed that year to the chair of Natu ral 
History over William Smellie, who was then engaged in his translation of 
Buffon’s Histoire naturelle.96 During his absence the moral philosophy lec-

94 Bruce Buchan, “Adam Ferguson, the 43rd and the Fictions of Fontenoy,” in Adam Fer
guson: Philosophy, Politics and Society, ed. Eugene Heath and Vincenzo Merolle (London: 
Pickering & Chatto, 2008), 25–44.
95 “Lecture 19 3rd Decr 1779,” I, ff. 197–202; “Lecture 15 29th Novr 1779,” I, ff. 163; 
“Lecture 12 24th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 134–5.
96 His translation was published in 9 volumes, between 1780 and 1785: Natu ral History, 
General and Par tic u lar, by the Count de Buffon (London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell, 
1785). See Jeff Loveland, “Georges- Louis Leclerc de Buffon’s Histoire naturelle in En-
glish, 1775–1815,” Archives of Natu ral History 31, no. 2 (2004): 214–35.
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tures  were given by his former student, then a professor of mathe matics at 
the university, Dugald Stewart, who had imbibed physiological specula-
tions on race and color from studying comparative anatomy with Alexan-
der Monro “secundus” in 1770–71.97 Monro had studied medicine at 
Leiden with Petrus Camper whose address “On the Origin and Color of 
Blacks” in 1764 pre- dated his influential suppositions about “facial 
 angles.”98 Stewart’s moral philosophy lectures from 1778 indicate that his 
views on race  were inflected by an opposition to slavery fully consistent 
with the position advanced by Ferguson that the “bodily constitution under-
goes some change in the pro gress of civil society.” Consequently, while the 
“bodily constitution of a savage hinders him from refined speculation . . .  
in time the Negroes may be as refined as we are.”99 Stewart’s lecture notes 
 after 1785 (when he replaced Ferguson on a permanent basis) testify to his 
own continuing interest in the concept of race.100

IV. CONCLUSION

Adam Ferguson’s lectures on moral philosophy show that race was an inte-
gral ele ment in his analy sis of humanity. Race was employed for explaining 
both the physical structure of “man,” and the levels of historical pro gress 
evinced by dif fer ent  peoples. Between his widely read Essay and his well- 
attended lectures, Ferguson provided for his contemporaries a series of 
indexes for building knowledge of the  human species that could be coordi-
nated not simply to “civilization” and “savagery,” but to color and climate. 
It is therefore apposite that Ferguson’s Essay would be selected for the 
journey to New Holland (Australia) aboard the “First Fleet” of British 

97 James Johnson (student at Edinburgh 1775), “Dr Munro’s Lectures of Anatomy,” 5, 
EUL. Gen. 573. Lecture 117, folio 197. Also, “Lectures by Dr Alexander Monro on Anat-
omy and Surgery, Edinburgh, January 31, 1778, scriptum Jas. Pennington,” ff. 703–20, 
esp. 706. RAMC 293, Wellcome Library.
98 Miriam Claude Meijer, Race and Aesthetics in the Anthropology of Petrus Camper 
(1722–1789) (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), 183–92.
99 “Abbreviation’s from Lectures on Moral Philosophy. Delivered by Dugald Stewart. 
Professor of Mathe matics in the University of Edinburgh. Josias Walker,” Vol 2 1778–
1779, EUL: Gen. 2023, ff. 360–361.
100 For example, “Lectures on moral philosophy delivered by Professor Dugald Stewart, 
session 1789 & 1790,” Vol 1 and 2, EUL Gen. 1987–1989. On the debate on race taking 
place at the university of Edinburgh in the following de cades, see Bill Jenkins, “Race be-
fore Darwin: Variation, Adaptation and the Natu ral History of Man in Post- 
Enlightenment Edinburgh, 1790–1835,” The British Journal for the History of Science 
(2020): 1–18.
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colonists in 1788, and then for its first recorded circumnavigation in 1801–03, 
an event crucial for the application of racial categories to its Indigenous 
inhabitants.101 Yet the lectures also demonstrate that by addressing race in 
relation to humanity Ferguson was able to investigate the moral implica-
tions of climate, temperament, and pro gress in a speculative pre sen ta tion 
of material drawn from both Eu ro pean and colonial sources of information.

Ferguson’s lectures embody the complicated strands of Eu ro pean de-
bates, global cir cuits of knowledge, the negotiation of imperial and mili-
tary frontiers, and the expansion of colonial domains.  These junctures 
informed his distinctive blending of history (natu ral as well as civil), moral 
philosophy, and even medicine in his understanding of the species and its 
racial constituents. Although Ferguson’s position on race remained unset-
tled, the discernible shift within the lectures in 1779–80 indicates that he 
came to see the concept not merely as a handy means of classification, but 
as a historical artifact. Race was an ele ment that  shaped history, or more 
importantly  shaped the  human capacity for history. This was most appar-
ent when Ferguson came to reflect on the par tic u lar hereditary characteris-
tics of the six races enumerated by Buffon, and especially the “Eu ro pean 
race.”102 He linked the fortunes of this “race,” and the vari ous nations 
within it, to the colonial spread of empires across recorded history. Yet just 
as climate provided him with a ready means for reconciling  human univer-
sality with the evident diversity of  human races, it also exacerbated the 
prob lem of Eu ro pean “carnation”: “The Eu ro pean removed to the Torrid 
zone almost anywhere from his native climat loses the carnation of his 
complexion. . . .  The Britannic Race have lost their Complexion in the new 
world.”103 Characteristically, Ferguson framed this prob lem of degenera-
tion with an assumption of the superiority of civilized Eu ro pean ingenuity. 
The intellectual and moral qualities of the Eu ro pe ans’ race allowed them to 
modify the circumstantial effects of climate, sun and diet, and thus to shield 
themselves to some degree from brutifying influences on racial characteris-
tics: “The Eu ro pean bred in the Torrid zone carrys the Arts of Eu rope with 
him & is skreened from the Influence of the sun, more than the Rude Na-
tive ever was skreened [sic].”104 In this Ferguson once again echoed Buffon, 
who had argued that the “civilized”  were better able to resist climatic influ-

101 Bruce Buchan and Linda Andersson Burnett, “Knowing Savagery: Australia and the 
Anatomy of Race,” History of the  Human Sciences 32, no. 4 (2019): 115–34.
102 “Lecture 12 30th Novr 1780,” 1, ff. 127–28.
103 “Lecture 13 25th Novr 1779”; “Lecture 13 1st Decr 1780”; “Lecture 9 25th Novr 
1782,” 1, ff. 146–53.
104 “Lecture 13 25th Novr 1779,” 1, ff. 153.
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ences than the “savage.” Yet just as Buffon’s Histoire naturelle was itself 
revised and modified in the almost forty years of its redaction, so Fergu-
son’s own views on race shifted as he entertained dif fer ent questions and 
possibilities. Over the course of his  career,  human races  were for him a 
 matter for natu ral, historical, moral philosophical, and pedagogical specu-
lation. As the dissonances and developments in his published works and 
surviving lecture notes indicate, the implications of racial difference and 
climate required the coordination of the distinctive strands of his thought: 
history, moral philosophy, and natu ral history. Produced over time by exter-
nal  factors, race became for Ferguson a functional ele ment of his reading of 
historical pro gress alongside natu ral history. As Ferguson’s manuscript lec-
tures on moral philosophy show, his understanding of humanity remained 
open to speculation on the relationship between universal qualities and 
racial characteristics.
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