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2008 Academia Sinica Research Award for Junior Research Investigators
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Chen
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B.A. (Fu Jen Catholic University)

M.A. (University of Sussex, England)
Ph.D. (University of Edinburgh, Scotland)

Employer(s)/Job Title(s):
Academia Sinica/ Assistant Research Fellow
National Tsing Hua University/Concurrent Assistant

Professor

Award publications :

1. Providence and Progress: The Religious Dimension in Adam Ferguson’s

Discussion of Civil Society, in Eugene Heath & Vincenzo Merolle (eds.)
Adam Ferguson History, Progress and Human Nature (London: Pickering &
Chatto, 2008), pp. 171-86.

2. William Lothian and the Belles Lettres Society of Edinburgh: Learning to be a
Luminary in Scotland, British Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 27:2
(Autumn, 2004), pp. 173-87.

3. The British View of Chinese Civilization and the Emergence of Class
Consciousness” The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation
45:2(9.2004), pp. 193-205.

Summary of the Award publications (around 2000 words ) :

The publications demonstrate two approaches in my studies of the Scottish

Enlightenment. Firstly, I reassess intellectual changes of the Enlightenment by

looking at continuity of traditional or religious institutions. Secondly, I endeavour to

construct a history of other worlds in the Enlightenment. In the first approach, I

examine how moderate thinkers adjust religious orthodoxies in conviviality with a

commercial society; while in the second I focus on the understudied issue of Asian

impacts on the Enlightenment. It is commonplace that the Scottish Enlightenment

constitutes much in the core of modernity. My contribution, if any, is that I reveal the

fact that that European modernity results from its encounters, transmissions, fusions,

accommodations, and, even, manipulations of tradition and things Orient.




Many modern critics maintain that secularization is one of principal
characteristics of the Enlightenment. In contrast to this opinion, I argue that it is
necessary to reconsider the constructive role of religion in reshaping modern Scottish
society, to avoid an unqualified attribution of secularization to it. For instance,
prominent sociologists, such as David Kettler and William C. Lehmann tend to
portray Adam Ferguson (1723-1816) as a secular thinker. Besides, the great
historian, John Pocock and many of his associates treat Ferguson as a major
inheritor of Western tradition of civic or republican virtue, handed down from the
Italian Machiavelli. My “Providence and Progress: The Religious Dimension in
Adam Ferguson’s Discussion of Civil Society” is a significant complementary
study for the secular and political interpretations of Ferguson. It argues that we
have to resituate Ferguson’s key concept of civil society into the context of
theological and historical thinking. Only by so doing can we appreciate that what
Ferguson truly concerns is not civil society per se, but humans’ duty in face of the
tension inflicted between providence and free will. Human society, in Ferguson’s
view, has its determinant theological moment of origin. Civil society is only a
stage of the whole process and progress of destined history. Accordingly and more
importantly, the merits that keep human society or nation in progress are not civic
virtues- a term qualified only in the political sphere and a certain stage of human
history, but primordial virtues that are already endowed in humans at the time of
creation.

The second article submitted for the Award, “William Lothian and the Belles
Lettres Society of Edinburgh: Learning to be a Luminary in Scotland”, shares the
same concern and approach of the previous one. It, a piece of intellectual history with
interest of social history, discusses how young students of Divinity and ministers play
positive and enthusiastic part in the Enlightenment. In “Providence and Progress”, 1
use a student’s notes of William Cleghorn’s lectures on moral philosophy to picture
Ferguson’s theological view. Likewise, this article, probably the first ever
substantial essay on Lothian, is a result of thorough investigation and deciphering
of Lothian’s manuscripts. From the age of twenty, Lothian (1740-1784) had been
frequenting debating societies, especially Belles Lettres Society of Edinburgh. Like
his mentors, Hugh Blair and Adam Ferguson, Lothian is dejected on Christian
orthodoxies and radicalism. Like them, he also dislikes Humean egoism and
secular-materialist view of the world. This article elucidates that Lothian’s
moderatism is incubated in various experiences of the polite culture, participating in
learned societies and communicating his opinions of religion and culture both in oral
and written forms. Though a somewhat biographical study of Lothian, the article

reveals how religion and commercial society accommodates each other both at



individual and institutional levels. This genre of, social-intellectual, study helps us
understand in depth the nature and characters of the Enlightenment, the change and
continuity of tradition, and the relation of idea and society.

The third article, “The British View of Chinese Civilization and the Emergence
of Class Consciousness”, manifests that it is fruitful for historians of the
Enlightenment and British intellectual history to pay due attention on the
encounters and mutual feedbacks between Britain and Asia in the period concerned.
Starting from an analysis of various diaries of delegates on Macartney’s mission to
China, this article discusses how the knowledge of Asia, or China in this case
particularly, provides the third and fourth generations of the Scottish
Enlightenment, including John Millar, Francis Jeffrey and James Mill with
nutrition to shape and reshape their worldviews and Whiggish ideology. Many
British travelers go to Asia with an embedded view of civilization taught by
Montesquieu and others in Europe. The prescribed, as it were, worldview ships,
like a cargo, and transmits new data and knowledge back to the public forum in
Britain, serving for young theorists or critics ammunition for their radicalized
views of politics and civilization. It is commonly agreed that the Act of Union in
1707 1s a seminal context of the Scottish Enlightenment. In other words, one
cannot fully appreciate the Enlightenment without proper understanding of the role
that English social, political and economic institutions play in its inception. It is
equally important, however, to note that one of immediate consequences of the
Union 1is that Scotland participates extensively in British Empire in Asia.
Unfortunately, it remains opaque that how British experiences in Asia affect the
social and intellectual life in eighteenth century Scotland. The terra incognita
certainly deserves qualified investigations and explorations. This article is one of a

series of studies of mine meant to answer that emergent need.



