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ABSTRACT 

THREE ESSAYS ON DEVELOPING MORAL JUDGMENT IN ADAM SMITH AND 
ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE 

Andrew Graham Humphries, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2021 

DissertationDirector: Dr. Daniel B. Klein 

 

How do we develop, learn, and teach moral judgment in ourselves and others? The essays 

of this dissertation explore insights from Smith and Tocqueville, including how we first 

come to form a representative within the breast of an impartial spectator to see and judge 

more impartially; how learning environments can encourage or undermine habits of 

moral judgment and communication conducive to self-government; and how subtle, 

indirect communication may invite readers to transcend the mere approval of others more 

successfully than direct exhortation. 

 

The first chapter explores analogies among Smith’s ideas in three types of mental 

activity: how the mind develops our sense of sight, our sense of moral propriety, and our 

sense of truth in science or philosophy. In each mental activity the imagination “makes 

sense” of what would otherwise be an incoherent flux of sense impressions, sentiments, 
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or events by constructing a system of representation and by transporting the self by 

means of “the fancy” to other vantage points in the imagination, a transporting which, in 

turn, generates notions of perspective and of impartial spectating in each type of mental 

activity. Smith’s ideas in his “Of the External Senses” (ES) offer clues as to the nature 

and origin of his idea of the impartial spectator in The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments (TMS). The paper concludes by reflecting on how Smith might think about 

the fact-value distinction in light of the common epistemological structure he thinks is 

shared by these three types of mental activity.  

 

The second chapter examines the centrality of mores in Tocqueville’s approach to 

political economy and his motif that free institutions are “schools” for the development of 

mores needed for sustainable democracy. It argues that, to prepare people for self-

government, it is imperative not only that the “sciences” of association and self-

government be taught, but that the “art” of association and self-government be 

practiced—either in or outside of formal schooling. It contrasts Tocqueville’s 

observations of penitentiary systems and of spontaneous association in American society 

at large as alternate paradigms of education. Finally, it argues that there are tendencies 

inherent in centralized, top-down bureaucratic control of schooling that tend to generate a 

“hidden curriculum” that undermines the cultivation of character traits Tocqueville 

thought necessary for self-government in a democracy and habituates people to the kind 

of “soft despotism” he thought democracies should fear. 
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The last chapter examines two errors Raphael and Macfie allege Smith made in The 

Theory of Moral Sentiments about stories found in Cicero. It evaluates the extent to 

which these alleged errors might be esoteric: one involving Parmenides and Plato, the 

other involving Ulysses. It argues there is good reason to suspect that the first error is 

deliberate and contains hidden meaning, but that, in the second case, Raphael and Macfie 

are mistaken in their claim that Smith erred. Finally, given Smith's discussion of 

dissimulation, it comments on his probable attitude toward defensive esotericism. 
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CHAPTER ONE: JUST SENSING IN SMITH’S “EXTERNAL SENSES,” 
THEORY OF MORAL SENTIMENTS, AND “HISTORY OF ASTRONOMY” 

Introduction 

         Smith’s Essays on Philosophical Subjects suggests an integrated vision of human 

experience, a vision that Smith carries over into his Theory of Moral Sentiments. 

Imagination and representation frequently appear as central elements and in similar 

relations in these works, and in TMS Smith makes ample use of analogies and language 

drawn from the nature of vision. A central word in his moral epistemology is 

“spectator”—i.e., one who looks on or sees. A common epistemological structure using 

these elements can be traced out in Smith’s “Of the External Senses” (ES), The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments (TMS), and “The History of Astronomy” (HA), even though these 

three works explore different types of mental activity:  how the mind develops our sense 

of sight, our sense of moral propriety, and our sense of truth in science or philosophy. 

I argue that for Smith each of the spheres of mental activity examined in ES, 

TMS, and HA constitutes a system of representation, a model, or a “sort of language,”1 

whose parts and relations represent supposed aspects of the external world we cannot 

access directly. Smith explains what he means by a system in the following way: 

A machine is a little system, created to perform, as well as to connect together, in 
reality, those different movements and effects which the artist has occasion for. A 

 
1 See Smith’s quote paraphrasing Dr. Berkley on page 5 below. 
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system is an imaginary machine invented to connect together in the fancy those 
different movements and effects which are already in reality performed. (HA 
1982b, 66.19) 
 

To argue that sense perceptions, scientific theories, and senses of propriety are all 

themselves systems of representation is to say that they are each like “an imaginary 

machine” that “connects together in the fancy,” or imagination, aspects of the world 

which are perceived or believed to exist. The systems of representation discussed below, 

however, are not exclusively the products of conscious human design, and cannot all, 

therefore, be thought of as being “invented.” 

I argue secondly that, although the idea of the impartial spectator is typically 

considered to apply exclusively to the realm of moral sentiments, for Smith the idea of an 

impartial point of view, and thus of an impartial spectator, is implied by each of these 

systems of representation. The notion of such an impartial viewpoint is, I show, a 

necessary property of the epistemological pattern they share in common. Not only did 

Smith see a shared common structure in these different spheres, Smith’s thinking about 

the impartial spectator in the realm of the senses influences his conception of that notion 

in TMS. ES may, therefore, contribute important clues to the origin of the Smith’s idea of 

the impartial spectator. 

Finally, I argue that, for Smith, the common epistemological structure and parallel 

emergence of an impartial spectator in each of these spheres of mental activity implies 

standards analogous to propriety or justice, and that, therefore, Smith would argue that 

some of our attitudes regarding sense experience and scientific judgments ought to apply 

to the sphere of moral sentiments and vice versa.  
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Systems of Representation in the Sense of Sight 

In “Of the External Senses,” Smith offers a meditation on the relationship 

between our sense experiences and the external world that is supposed to occasion these 

experiences. It is in the relation between the objects of sight2 and the objects of touch that 

we first encounter the role of imagination in constructing a system of representation in 

Smith’s thought. Smith’s account of how imagination develops order out of chaotic sense 

impressions provides a paradigm to understand the role of imagination in developing our 

moral sentiments and scientific theories.  

Smith follows the conventional account that there are five external senses: seeing, 

hearing, smelling, tasting, touching. Touch and sight are of greatest interest to him in 

exploring the relationship between perceived qualities and the external objects they are 

supposed to perceive. 

Touch, Smith argues, gives the most direct sense or notion of the world external 

to our sense organs, since touch perceives its objects as “pressing upon” or “resisting” the 

part of the body that perceives them in a way that implies to us the “externality” of the 

object (ES 1982b, 135.3). The feelings of hot and cold, however, “are naturally felt, not 

as pressing upon the organ, but as in the organ” and, therefore, do “not necessarily 

suggest the presence of any external object” (ES 1982b, 140.20). From these two 

different types of sensation Smith derives a version of the Lockean distinction between 

 
2 As explained below, Smith’s phrase the “object of sight” does not refer to an external object such as a 
table we suppose we see, but rather to phenomena of sight as they are appear to us, the “shadows or 
pictures, which seem to float, as it were, before the organ of Sight” (ES 1982b, 152.53). 
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primary and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are those qualities thought to inhere in 

external “solid substances” (solidity, extension, divisibility, figure, etc.). Secondary 

qualities, for example heat and cold, taste, smell, and sound, “are not naturally perceived 

as external and independent substances…but as mere affections of the organ, and what 

can exist nowhere but in the organ” (ES 1982b, 144.25). But although such qualities “do 

not necessarily suggest the presence of any external object, we soon learn from 

experience that they are commonly excited by some such object” (ES 1982b, 141.21). 

Apparently following Hume’s account of our belief in causation, Smith argues that the 

“frequency and uniformity” of experience leads us to associate internal sensations with 

the external objects that are supposed to be the causes of these internal sensations (ES 

1982b, 141.21). Finally, although the secondary qualities exist in the organs and not in 

the independent substances themselves, the uniformity of experience suggest that the 

external bodies have some “power of exciting” those qualities in sense organs (ES 1982b, 

141.21), though exactly how remains a mystery (ES 1982b, 146.37). 

Similarly, the objects of sight, like the other secondary qualities, are not perceived 

as external to the sense organ, but as in the sense organ itself. The objects of sight, for 

example color, colored extension, figure, relative position in the visual field, etc., are 

“mere shadows or pictures, which seem to float, as it were, before the organ of Sight” 

(ES 1982b, 152.53), that “bear no resemblance to solidity, the tangible object” (ES 

1982b, 149.48). These pictures, however, are thought by Smith to represent tangible 

objects and their relative situation (ES 1982b, 152.53). 
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For Smith, the nature of the representation of tangible objects by the objects of 

sight is similar to the way words represent things and ideas: 

The objects of sight, as Dr. Berkley finely observes, constitute a sort of language 
which the Author of Nature addresses to our eyes, and by which he informs us of 
many things, which it is of the utmost importance to us to know. As, in common 
language, the words or sounds bear no resemblance to the thing which they 
denote, so, in this other language, the visible objects bear no sort of resemblance 
to the tangible object which they represent, and of whose relative situation, with 
regard both to ourselves and to one another, they inform us. (ES 1982b, 156.60) 

  
In other words, the qualities of color, the shapes of visible objects, and their relative 

positions and distances as they appear to sight may be utterly unlike the tangible objects 

perceived by touch. Similar to Kant’s understanding of perception, for Smith we do not 

see things as they may be in themselves, but as they appear to us. Yet, so long as the 

objects of sight and their relations consistently and analogously parallel qualities of 

tangible objects, sight informs us of the presence and transformations of powers and 

relations that are supposed to actually exist in the tangible objects they represent. 

We may imagine a puppet show as a model of such a representative system. The 

final appearance and movements of the puppets may be rather unlike the initial 

movements the puppeteer uses to create them, but there is a consistent correspondence 

between what the puppeteer does and the movements that result in the puppets. Whether 

the relation of sight to real objects is more like a sock puppet—a kind of a hand-in-glove 

relationship—or a slightly more complicated hand-to-strings-to-marionette relationship, 

or some even more complicated relationship of pulleys and gears, does not bear on the 

practical utility of sight as a system of representation, so long as the correspondence is 

consistent. 
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Smith’s use of Berkley’s idea that sight is like a language relates Smith’s ideas of 

sense perception to the idea of a system of representation. For Smith, there is a sense in 

which language itself is an “imaginary machine invented to connect together in the fancy 

those different movements and effects which are already in reality performed” in the 

minds of other persons.3 But although the purpose of language for Smith comes from 

humans striving to “make their mutual wants known” (Languages 203.1), the “benevolent 

purpose of nature” in giving us a sense of sight, Smith thinks, is to “inform us concerning 

the situation and distance of the tangible objects which surround us,” upon which 

“depends the whole conduct of human life” (ES 1982b, 156.60). 

Like language, the system of representative relations in sight is a facet of 

cognition that helps us coordinate our actions with other objects and beings in the world. 

Without sight, or some such system of representation, we would literally be groping in 

the dark. 

Perspective and the Impartial Spectator in the Sense of Sight 

Smith views the imagination as a necessary condition of experiential coherence. 

In each sphere of mental activity examined in Smith’s essays, imagination plays an active 

 
3 In his “Considerations on the First Formation of Languages”, Smith compares the evolution of languages 
to the evolution of “mechanical engines”:  

“All machines are generally, when first invented, extremely complex in their principles, and their 
is often a particular principle of motion for every particular movement which it is intended they 
should perform. Succeeding improvers observe, that one principle may be so applied as to produce 
several of those movements; and thus the machine becomes gradually more and more simple, and 
produces its effects with fewer wheels, and fewer principles of motion. In language, in the same 
manner, every case of every noun, and every tense of every verb, was originally expressed by a 
particular distinct word, which served for this purpose and for no other. But succeeding 
observation discovered that one set of words was capable of supplying the place of all that infinite 
number, and that four or five prepositions, and half a dozen auxiliary verbs, were capable of 
answering the end of all the declensions, and of all the conjugations in the ancient languages” 
(Languages 223.41). 
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role in making sense of an otherwise incoherent flux of impressions, sentiments, or 

events in order to create its orderly systems of representation. It is from the process of 

constructing a system to deal with the problem of perspective, in particular, that the idea 

of an impartial spectator emerges in each system. The way imagination forms visual 

perception from sense impressions, again, provides the paradigm for understanding the 

other systems.  

For Smith, external objects do not impress themselves as coherent wholes on 

passive sense organs. Sense impressions would have no order or meaning without the 

mediation of imagination: 

For as Heraclitus had said, that no man ever passed the same river twice, because 
the water which he had passed over once was gone before he could pass over it a 
second time; so, in the same manner, no man ever saw, or heard, or touched the 
same sensible object twice. (HA 1982b, 120.2) 

  
As we change our situation with regard to a physical object, for example by getting closer 

to or farther from it, by moving up or down, left or right, or by changing the tilt of our 

heads, rather than observing a persisting visual object, we see “a succession of visible 

objects” (ES 1982b, 155.58, see also HA 1982b 120-121.2). Smith claims that our 

imagination works on our sensations to construct an imagined “steadiness of appearance” 

of objects of perception (ES 1982b, 154.58). He illustrates the point with the example of 

the difficulty a portrait painter confronts in trying to maintain the same view of his 

subject, even though he and his subject are continually moving. The artist must use his 

memory and “fancy” to represent his subject (ES 1982b, 155.59). 

One of the main problems the imagination faces in constituting a sense of objects 

and their relations is perspective. One might believe, naively, that the eye perceives the 
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relative distances of real objects directly. The distance from our eye to any object is the 

length of a line from that object to our eye, however, which, when looked back at from 

the direction it came appears as nothing more than a single point (ES 1982b, 148.45). The 

eye, therefore, cannot perceive depth directly in the image received; it receives a 

depthless image akin to the picture projected on a camera obscura (ES 1982b, 148.45). 

The geometry of optics suggests that “all visible objects which are seen under equal 

angles must to the eye appear equally large” so that one visible object that covers another 

in the visual field appears as big as or bigger than that which it covers (ES 1982b, 

153.55). Smith illustrates this idea with an imaginative example: 

If you shut one eye, and hold immediately before the other a small circle of plain 
glass, …you may see through that circle the most extensive prospects; lawns and 
woods…and distant mountains… But…[i]f while you are looking through this 
circle, you could conceive a fairy hand and a fairy pencil to come between your 
eye and the glass, that pencil could delineate upon that little glass the outline of 
all those extensive lawns and woods…and distant mountains, in the full and exact 
dimensions with which they are really seen by the eye. (ES 1982b, 152.54, 
emphasis added) 

  
That little glass circle helps us imagine the similar image produced within the eye, which 

is the “object” that the imagination directly plays upon. The real lawns, woods, and 

distant mountains are yet other objects. 4  

How then does imagination generate a standard for judgment that can correct the 

eyesight? Smith gives the answer to this problem of perspective in TMS. Echoing 

verbatim the reference to “lawns and woods” and “distant mountains” in the passage 

 
4 The “fairy hand and a fairy pencil” also evokes the kind of divine mystery by which the Author of nature 
addresses the language of sight to our eyes.  
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from ES above, and repeating the notion of an interposing pane of glass between these 

objects and his eye, Smith writes, 

In my present situation an immense landscape of lawns, and woods, and distant 
mountains, seems to do no more than cover the little window which I write by and 
to be out of all proportion less than the chamber in which I am sitting. I can form 
a just comparison between those great objects and the little objects around me, in 
no other way, than by transporting myself, at least in fancy, to a different station, 
from whence I can survey both at nearly equal distances, and thereby form some 
judgment of their real proportions. (TMS 1982a, 135.2, emphasis added) 

  
Equidistance thus plays a special role in forming judgments about the real proportions of 

things. When we compare the relative size of two objects by their appearance in the 

visual field alone, their apparent proportions change as we change our relative situation to 

them. If we are closer to the one or to the other, we cannot form a “just comparison” 

between them, since whichever one is closer appears bigger than it would if looked at 

from “nearly equal distances” as the other. In the process of trying to integrate our 

different sense impressions into a meaningful whole, the imagination constructs a three-

dimensional model of the world of tangible objects; it does this by transporting the mind, 

in the fancy, to different positions from which objects can be justly compared. The 

objects of sight are interpreted in reference to this model, as two-dimensional projections 

cast from real, tangible objects onto the retina. We come to interpret the elements of the 

flux in our sensations as significant of stable, tangible objects that maintain “real 

proportions” with one another, independent of any particular point of view we may have 

of them. 

Implied by this spectating procedure is a set of vantage points from which we 

could compare any two objects justly. Observing from all these points at once would, in 
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principle, overcome all partiality of perspective and give the real proportions of things. 

But the imaginary transportation process suggests the idea of an impartial spectator who 

could view the objects from these equidistant stations and who, therefore, has a more just 

view of the whole. 

It should be clear that no person ever has direct access to a completely impartial 

perspective, but only to the system in their own imagination that acts as a representation 

of what such an impartial perspective might be. The real proportions of things are never 

given directly in the sense impressions of sight. Rather, our conception of these 

proportions are properties of the representative system in the imagination built to make 

sense of the objects of sight. 

A more complete view of the whole serves as a natural standard against which a 

partial point of view is judged. The mental model or system we use to interpret our partial 

experiences is imperfect. It can yield optical illusions. For example, we may imagine 

ourselves facing a painted backdrop on a movie set and believe it to be real and three 

dimensional. But our mental model can also give us an idea of how we can test our 

judgments: looking at the same backdrop from a better vantage point would inform us 

how we ought to judge the object properly. We thus have an idea about how to gain the 

proper perspective. We can go to that point of view, transport ourselves there in our 

imagination, or consult others deemed to be sufficiently informed and impartial to tell us 

what they see there. We, therefore, not only compare our different sense impressions with 

each other, we compare our perceptions, thoughts, and evaluations about proportions of 

things with those of other people. We consult them and adjust our understandings in the 
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light of those comparisons. Smith sees that another’s “acute and delicate discernment” in 

vision, taste, or opinions can lead and direct our own (TMS 1982a, 20.3). Through 

sharing, discussion, and mutual comparisons of our sense perceptions, we enrich our 

understanding and imagination of what the impartial spectator would perceive, and we 

tend to generate a shared sense of the external world. 

The idea of the impartial spectator can be seen as a feature of an epistemological 

structure of representation repeated across Smith’s philosophical works. Whereas the idea 

that the impartial spectator introduced in TMS provides a standard for approbation and 

disapprobation in the moral sphere, the idea of an impartial spectator implied in Smith’s 

discussion “Of the External Senses” provides a standard for perception of supposed 

external, tangible objects.5  

The system of representation constructed by our imagination in the sphere of sight 

enables our judgment to organize the flux of visible objects and to override naive 

conclusions derived from the mere appearances of those objects. When we seek to make 

an accurate judgment about the relative size of objects, we consult some representative of 

that impartial perspective, either a real person who can see things from a vantage point 

we cannot, or an imagined representative of that perspective within our own breast—the 

imaginary system itself—to overcome the illusions of partiality. 

 
5 Glenney (2014, 2) deals with problems of perception in ES by employing the more well-known ideas of 
sympathy in Smith’s TMS. He thus sees parallels between the structures of the two essays, including 
recognizing the presence of an implied impartial spectator in Smith’s understanding of sense perception in 
ES. He does not elaborate on this common pattern, however. Nor does he seem to see the extent to which 
Smith likely saw the relationship exactly the other way around. It seems extremely likely that Smith’s 
earlier work on sense perception and perspective helped Smith develop his notion of an impartial spectator 
in the first place, which he later imported into his theory of moral sentiments. 
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As we saw from the quote above, Smith returns to the problem of perspective in 

TMS. As we will see below, he draws explicitly from the philosophy of vision outlined 

above to illustrate the nature and workings of the conscience with regard to moral 

sentiments. It is by employing a sense of moral perspective analogous to visual 

perspective that our imagination generates in us a sense of propriety and duty in the 

moral sphere.6  

Representation, Perspective, and the Impartial Spectator in Moral Sentiments 

A similar pattern of imagination-representation model formation and the 

emergence of an imagined impartial spectator repeats itself in the sphere of moral 

sentiments. Smith makes clear that the sympathy we have regarding the feelings of others 

is not a form of direct perception of other’s feelings. Rather, it is, again, a kind of 

representation created by the imagination transporting us beyond the immediate 

impressions of our senses. When we sympathize with others, our imagination represents 

to us what we imagine our sentiments would be if we were in their situation (TMS 1982a, 

9.2). This represented sympathy may coincide to different degrees with the “original 

passions” we believe “the person principally concerned” actually feels—as inferred from 

his actions and expressions. The more the agreement between the sympathetic, 

represented sentiments we imagine we would feel in another’s place and the actually 

observed (or inferred) sentiments of the person principally concerned, the more we 

 
6 Smith encountered Hutcheson’s idea of morality arising from a moral “sense,” analogous to, but different 
from, the five external senses as a student. Smith may have articulated Berkley’s theory of sense perception 
and perspective in ES to clarify his thinking about Hutcheson’s views of such a moral sense; this line of 
research may have suggested to him the notion of a privileged position of an ideal, impartial spectator. It is 
at least certain that Smith explained aspects of the nature of the impartial spectator in TMS in terms of 
perspective as he had developed that idea in ES (as indicated by the textual parallels outlined below). 
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approve of their sentiments and find them “just, proper, and suitable to their objects”; the 

more the actually observed sentiments disagree with the sentiments we imagine ourselves 

feeling in their situation the more we disapprove of them and find them “unjust,” 

“improper,” and “unsuitable” (TMS 1982a, 16.1). 

Compared to sense perception, moral sentiments require a greater degree of 

interaction with other human beings. In the case of sense perceptions, we automatically 

receive sensations from the different organs of our body that demand organization by our 

imagination. In the moral sphere, unless we interact with others, we have little reason to 

reflect on our own sentiments. Smith argues that if we lived in isolation, our attention 

would be on the objects which excite our sentiments, not on the sentiments themselves. In 

such a circumstance, our imagination faces little demand to organize our sentiments 

(TMS 1982a, 110.3).7 Without a “mirror” with which to look at our own sentiments and 

actions, we would remain blind to our own characters and “the propriety or demerit of 

our sentiment and conduct.” But when one is brought into society with others, 

he is immediately provided with the mirror which he wanted before. It is placed in 
the countenance and behaviour of those he lives with, which always mark when 
they enter into, and when they disapprove of his sentiments; and it is here that he 
first views the propriety and impropriety of his own passions, the beauty and 
deformity of his own mind. (TMS 1982a, 110.3) 
 

Society provides a sort of hall of mirrors, mutually reflecting in one another. The 

approval or disapproval others express toward our actions and sentiments causes us to 

reflect on the propriety or impropriety of those sentiments. Each individual reflects not 

 
7 Smith entertains the exception that an isolated individual might feel a prudential kind of moral reflection 
(TMS 1982a, 192.12). 
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only on her own and others behavior, but also upon the sentimental judgments we and 

others make regarding those behaviors and sentiments. The reflection upon reflection 

upon reflection creates a flux of sentiments in need of ordering. In the sphere of visual 

perception, the imagination orders a flux of sense impressions. In the sphere of moral 

sentiments, the imagination must order the flux of sentiments into a meaningful pattern 

and whole. 

Again, just as the imagination forms a model of tangible objects by transporting 

the mind’s eye to different physical locations, the imagination forms a representative 

model of propriety by transporting us into different situations and representing to us what 

we imagine the sentiments of the impartial spectator would be in those situations.8 The 

impartiality of the observer in the moral sphere, however, is not achieved by equidistance 

in physical terms, but by the absence of any peculiar relation to the one object of 

evaluation compared to another, something analogous to equidistance in emotional or 

sentimental terms.  

Some objects that excite sentiments have no “peculiar relation, either to ourselves 

or to the person whose sentiments we judge of,” while others affect one or the other of us 

peculiarly (TMS 1982a, 19.1). These objects Smith says affect us “much more nearly” 

than they do other people (TMS 1982a, 21.5). We commonly employ the metaphor of 

distance when talking about emotional or sentimental relations. Being closer to something 

in physical terms makes it loom larger in the visual field than is just from an impartial 

perspective. Similarly, certain objects of our sentiments loom larger in our attention 

 
8 See especially the blockquote below from TMS 1982a, 135. 
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because of a peculiar relation we have to them. They take up a greater part of our 

sentimental attention and are felt more acutely than they would be by an impartial 

spectator. Smith discusses, for example, how one individual’s present interests seem 

closer to him and to affect him more acutely than do his future interests while facing the 

tradeoff involved in providential activity. 

The impartial spectator does not feel himself worn out by the present labour of 
those whose conduct he surveys; nor does he feel himself solicited by the 
importunate calls of their present appetites. To him their present, and what is 
likely to be their future situation, are very nearly the same: he sees them nearly at 
the same distance, and is affected by them very nearly in the same manner. He 
knows, however, that to the persons principally concerned, they are very far from 
being the same, and that they naturally affect them in a very different manner. He 
cannot therefore but approve, and even applaud, that proper exertion of self-
command, which enables them to act as if their present and their future situation 
affected them nearly in the same manner in which they affect him. (TMS 1982a, 
215.11, emphasis added) 9 
 
When we evaluate an object that has no peculiar relation to either one of us, for 

example a poem or the motions of the night sky (assuming neither one of us has written 

the poem or is especially sensitive about one theory of astronomy or another), “we both 

look at them from the same point of view, and we have no occasion for sympathy, or for 

 
9 Smith also suggests such metaphorical distance talk in his discussion that has been characterized by 
Forman-Barzilai (2010) as varying circles of sympathy. Our own thoughts, bodies, and kin constitute the 
smallest, closest, and most powerful circles of sympathy to us, i.e., the circles with the smallest radii. Those 
who are less close, our neighbors, compatriots, other human beings, constitute larger, more distant circles 
of sympathy: 

Every man feels his own pleasures and his own pains more sensibly than those of other people. 
The former are the original sensations; the latter the reflected or sympathetic images of those 
sensations. The former may be said to be the substance; the latter the shadow....After himself, the 
members of his own family, those who usually live in the same house with him, his parents, his 
children, his brothers and sisters, are naturally the objects of his warmest affections. They are 
naturally and usually the persons upon whose happiness or misery his conduct must have the 
greatest influence. He is more habituated to sympathize with them. He knows better how every 
thing is likely to affect them, and his sympathy with them is more precise and determinate, than it 
can be with the greater part of other people. It approaches nearer, in short, to what he feels for 
himself. (TMS 1982a, 219.1-2, emphasis added.) 
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that imaginary change of situations from which it arises” in order to have a harmony of 

sentiments about the object (TMS 1982a, 19.2).  The experience of a misfortune or a 

personal slight affects us more peculiarly than they do another, however. As Smith 

writes, “My companion does not naturally look upon the misfortune that has befallen me, 

or the injury that has been done me, from the same point of view in which I consider 

them” (TMS 1982a, 20.5). In this case “we do not view them from the same station, as 

we do a…poem, or a system of philosophy, and are, therefore apt to be very differently 

affected by them” (TMS 1982a, 21.5). One party is emotionally closer to the situation 

than the other, i.e., feels it more intimately and more acutely. In order to sympathize with 

the other, each must imagine himself in the situation of the other. The less affected 

spectator must try “to bring home to [herself] every little circumstance of distress which 

can possibly occur to the sufferer” (TMS 1982a, 21.6). If she does, the sufferer approves 

of her sympathy and amiability. If she does not, the sufferer judges her to be cold and 

indifferent. On the other hand, the sufferer must imagine what it would be like to be in 

the situation of the less affected spectator. He must realize that she is incapable of fully 

entering into the sentiments he feels and take some control of himself. If he does, the 

spectator approves of his sympathy and respectability. If he does not, she is less capable 

of sympathizing with him (TMS 1982a, 22.7).  

Individuals not only view original objects of judgment from different points of 

view, they view their own and others’ judgments about these judgments from different 

points of view, too, and are likely, therefore, to be more attached to their own sentiments 

about their sentiments than are others. One party may feel that the other is insufficiently 
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sympathetic. The other may feel in the first instant that she is, but upon seeing the 

disapproval of the first party, or of some other, third-party spectator, she might reevaluate 

and come to disapprove of her original sentiments and approve of the other party’s 

original disapproval. She realizes she can be “too close” to a situation and needs to “step 

back” to see things more clearly. Being able to change places in the imagination gives 

them perspective from which to judge themselves. The mere exchange of positions, 

however, does not free one from partiality; it may results in exchanging one partial 

perspective for another. If she is to form sound judgments about her own sentiments, 

therefore, she needs an impartial vantage point to resolve the disagreement.  

It is this need of comparing or estimating at least two objects justly—two 

sentiments, two judgments—with one another the imagination tries to fill by generating a 

model of propriety—the view of some impartial spectator, whose sentiments constitute a 

standard of propriety. Just as impartial spectating constructs a notion of “real 

proportions” of the visual objects that are in some way “out there,” although these 

proportions are only revealed to us in our imaginative representation of reality, impartial 

spectating with regard to moral sentiments constructs a notion of something called 

“propriety” which we similarly understand to be independent of us and that we believe to 

be “the case” about the moral world.  

As with sense perception, however, we only have access to what we believe is 

“out there” through the imagined representative within the breast. No individual has 

direct access to a completely impartial perspective on propriety, each person practically 

constructs a system of representation against which he compares his or her sentiments 
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and actions (and those of others). This procedure creates what Smith called a 

“representative of the impartial spectator,” and speaks of that representative as “the man 

within the breast,” a concept he identifies with the “conscience” (TMS 1982a, 137.4, 

215.11).  

[I]t is only by consulting this judge within, that we can ever see what relates to 
ourselves in its proper shape and dimensions; or that we can ever make any proper 
comparison between our own interests and those of other people. (TMS 1982a, 
134.1) 

 
In illustrating the nature, influence, and authority of this conscience in TMS Smith makes 

explicit reference to “the philosophy of vision” (TMS 1982a, 135.2), and draws two 

parallel illustrations from his treatment of that philosophy in ES. First, Smith draws a 

parallel between the “eye of the body” and the “eye of the mind” and the need for an 

imaginary change of positions to find an impartial perspective:  

As to the eye of the body, objects appear great or small, not so much according to 
their real dimensions, as according to the nearness or distance of their situation; so 
do they likewise to what may be called the natural eye of the mind: and we 
remedy the defects of both these organs pretty much in the same manner….I can 
form a just comparison between those great objects [the lawns, woods, and distant 
mountains] and the little objects around me, in no other way, than by transporting 
myself, at least in fancy, to a different station, from whence I can survey both at 
nearly equal distances, and thereby form some judgement of their real 
proportions. 

 
Smith then illustrates the nature of the supposed impartial spectator in the moral sphere in 
parallel fashion:  
 

In the same manner, the loss or gain of a very small interest of our own, appears 
to be of vastly more importance...than the greatest concern of another with whom 
we have no particular connexion....Before we can make any proper comparison of 
those opposite interests, we must change our position. We must view them, 
neither from our own place nor yet from his, neither with our own eyes nor yet 
with his, but from the place and with the eyes of a third person, who has no 
particular connexion with either, and who judges with impartiality between us. 
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(TMS 1982a, 135.2-3) 
 

In the moral sphere, as in the visual, forming a just or “proper comparison” of two objects 

requires that we are neither more peculiarly or closely related to the one than to the other, 

but in some way equally related to both.  

Secondly, immediately following his discussion of the need for an imaginary 

transportation to gain proper perspective in both ES and TMS, Smith employs parallel 

examples in which a finger appears disproportionately large or important due to the 

illusions of improper perspective. In ES Smith writes, 

When I hold up my finger…before my eye, it appears to cover the greater part of 
the visible chamber in which I am sitting….I am apt to fancy that the visible 
finger bears but a like proportion to the greater part of the chamber. My judgment 
corrects my eyesight, and, in my fancy, reduces the visible object, which 
represents the little tangible one, below its real visible dimensions; and, on the 
contrary, it augments the visible object which represents the great tangle one a 
good deal beyond those dimensions. (ES 1982b, 153.55) 
 

Similarly, in TMS, Smith uses a thought experiment in which the strength of an 

individual’s sentiments regarding two objects are compared: those he would feel upon 

being informed that China, “with all its myriads of inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed 

up by an earthquake,” and those he would feel at losing his own little finger (TMS 1982a, 

136.4). Smith explains that, despite some humane expressions about how horrible the 

first disaster was, the individual would probably go about his business with 

approximately the same ease and tranquility as before after hearing it, while he would 

lose sleep over the prospect of losing his own finger the next morning. Because our finger 

is literally and emotionally nearer to us, it appears larger and more important than it 

would if we looked at it from the vantage of an impartial spectator. But “reason, 
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principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the breast…calls to us…that we are but one of the 

multitude…and that when we prefer ourselves so shamefully and so blindly to others we 

become the proper objects of resentment” (TMS 1982a, 137). The representative of 

propriety, of what is honorable and noble, corrects the moral illusions of partiality by 

revealing to us the “real littleness of ourselves” just as its counterpart does in the sphere 

of visual perception when it corrects the illusion that our finger was much larger than it 

really is (TMS 1982a, 137.4).  

The reality suggested by the moral model, analogous to the model of tangible 

objects, puts the sentiments of other people into balance with our own and causes us to 

shrink from the horror of the thought of being “willing to sacrifice the lives of a hundred 

millions of his brethren” to prevent the “paltry misfortune” of losing a finger (TMS 

1982a, 136.4). It is from this kind of moral perspective that the notions of justice arise 

(TMS 1982a, 138).10  

Smith’s idea of imagined perspective is thus central to his notion of knowing and 

navigating reality in both the sphere of visual perception and of moral sentiments. He 

uses the notion of perspective in making just comparisons of physical objects from the 

visual sphere to help us understand his notion of moral perspective in making just 

 
10 Compare to Carmichael p.60.2 “With respect to other men, each man should recognize that, however 
great he seems to himself, he is but a small part of the human race; in which every other man naturally 
plays an equal part: and therefore, since sound reason teaches us to make similar judgments about similar 
things, he must permit to others in similar circumstances everything that he claims for himself; and should 
no more prefer his private convenience to the common good of the human race, than he would privilege the 
comfort of his smallest limb over the health of his whole body.” Prof. Roderick T. Long also reminds me 
that Smith may also have had Hume’s claims in mind that “‘Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the 
destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger. ‘Tis not contrary to reason for me to chuse 
my total ruin, to prevent the least uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown to me” (2003, 296). 
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comparisons of sentiments in the moral sphere. To do so, Smith uses parallel illustrations 

in ES and TMS, first in discussing the importance of imagination transporting the self to 

see what an impartial spectator would see looking upon “lawns and woods” and “distant 

mountains,” and second, in illustrating the work of conscience, or the representative 

within the breast of such an impartial point of view, in correcting the problem of a man’s 

own “little finger” seeming more important to him than “the lives of hundred millions of 

his brethren” (TMS 136-137.4). 

Representation, Perspective, and the Impartial Spectator in Science 

Smith employs the same epistemological pattern he develops in the spheres of 

sense perception and moral sentiments when he examines natural philosophy in his 

“History of Astronomy.” In this sphere again, imagination constructs systems of 

representation to make sense of an otherwise incoherent flux of experiences, this time 

with a much greater degree of artifice and conscious invention. 

As the external senses deal with the flux of sense impressions and as the sense of 

propriety deals with the flux of approving and disapproving sentiments, science deals 

with the flux of unique events. “Nature…seems to abound with events which appear 

solitary and incoherent with all that go before them, which therefore disturb the easy 

movement of the imagination” (HA 1982b, 45.12). Smith sees natural philosophy as “the 

science of the connecting principles of nature,” which “by representing the invisible 

chains which bind together all these disjointed objects, endeavors to introduce order into 

the chaos of jarring and discordant appearances” (HA 1982b, 45.12). A chaos of jarring 

and discordant appearances is thus, again, in need of ordering, and the order is achieved 
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by creating models or systems in the imagination that pretend to make sense of these 

appearances. 

Smith’s explicit purpose in discussing the history of astronomy is to illustrate 

“The Principles Which Lead and Direct Philosophical Enquiries” (HA 1982b, 31.Title 

Page). In accord with Hume’s account of our belief in causation again, Smith explains 

that when one event or object is regularly seen to succeed another, our imaginations 

naturally tend to expect the one to follow the other (HA 1982b, 40.7). When we 

experience a unique and unexpected event or when the “customary connection” is 

interrupted and “objects appear in an order quite different from that to which the 

imagination has been accustomed,” such as seeing a wandering star move in the opposite 

direction than expected, we feel shocked and somewhat ill at ease—sentiments Smith 

identifies as “wonder” and “surprise” (HA 1982b, 33.2-3). We feel there is some “gap” in 

events, and the imagination feels a need to find something to fill that gap (HA 1982b, 

39.3, 41.8). The purpose of science according to Smith is to allay this tumult of the 

imagination that arises, for example, “when it surveys the great revolutions of the 

universe” (HA 1982b, 46). 

It is to achieve its end of allaying this tumult that the mind constructs imaginary 

systems to represent an invisible reality supposed to link the phenomena together. The 

systems of representation in this case are the various “systems of Nature” (HA 1982b, 

46), such as Ptolemy’s, Copernicus’s, and Newton’s theories of celestial motion 

“connecting together, in the imagination, the grandest and the most seemingly disjointed 

appearances in the heavens” (HA 1982b, 55-56). These systems or models are largely 
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expressed in the language of mathematics and the symbols that represent the “invisible 

chains” or causal patterns of nature are lines, circles, and ratios that constitute those 

systems. Thus scientific systems of representation may, again, in no way resemble the 

objects they represent. Ratios of lines, for example, may be used to represent ratios of 

time, or relations of time, space, and motion. 

Smith uses the analogy of how looking behind the moving scenery of an opera 

helps put the imagination at ease (HA 1982b, 42.9). By presenting to our minds 

representative models invented to connect together invisible chains of causation behind 

the flux of events, science “render[s] the theatre of nature” more coherent (HA 1982b, 46, 

48, 62). An imagined system of revolving crystalline spheres, for example, supposed to 

account for the motions of the night sky, can be looked at from various positions and 

angles. In a sense, such a system attempts to provide, by way of representation, vantage 

points from which the phenomena can be viewed more or less at once, or at least more 

comprehensively and impartially than can been seen without it. The word theory, from 

the Greek word theōria, implies a looking at, viewing, or beholding, and even “the being 

a spectator at the theatre” (Liddell and Scott, 1983, p.364). 

The supposed impartial spectator appears in Smith’s account of the Copernican 

Revolution on two levels. First, Smith describes how the scientist seeks supposedly 

impartial standpoints within models to sooth the tumult of their imagination. Smith 

exemplifies this process with his discussion of the acceptance and then rejection of 

Ptolemy’s Equalizing Circle. Second, Smith describes the way various competing models 
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of reality, such as Ptolemy’s and Copernicus’s systems, call to our sense of beauty and 

rationality.  

Ptolemy inherited geocentric models that had helped provide harmony and order 

to seeming irregularities in celestial phenomena: the various heavenly bodies would 

sometimes appear to speed up and slow down, would usually go this way, but sometimes 

retrogress the other way for a while before continuing on their courses. These apparently 

irregular motions were imagined to be illusions arising from a partial view the events as 

seen from the position of Earth. The models promised to give an impartial point of view 

that would reveal, or at least pretend to reveal, simpler and more regular motions 

supposed to underly the irregular appearances in reality. The models represented the 

chain of causation behind the apparent irregular motions by means of circles revolving at 

a constant rate—albeit by compounding circles upon circles (epicycles) or by displacing 

the center of circles at a distance from the Earth (eccentrics).  

Despite the success of these earlier models, irregularities of velocity remained that 

could not easily be delt with using the epicyclic and eccentric hypotheses alone. Viewed 

from the center of its circular path, a celestial body would appear to speed up and slow 

down in its angular rotation. Ptolemy solved the problem to some degree by inventing a 

new imaginary circle to govern the celestial body’s angular velocity that was different 

from the circle defining the celestial body’s path. When viewed from the center of this 

new “Equalizing Circle” the body appeared to move at a constant angular velocity (HA 

1982b, 62.12).  

The motions of the heavenly bodies had appeared inconstant and irregular... as 
tended to embarrass and confound the imagination...The mind found itself 
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somewhat relieved from this embarrassment, when it conceived that how irregular 
soever the motions of each of those Circles might appear, when surveyed from its 
own centre, there was, however, in each of them, a point, from whence its 
revolution would appear perfectly equable and uniform, and such as the 
imagination could easily follow. Those philosophers transported themselves, in 
fancy, to the centres of these imaginary Circles, and took pleasure in surveying 
from thence, all those fantastical motions, arranged, according to their harmony 
and order, which it had been the end of all their researches to bestow upon them. 
(HA 1982b, 62.13, emphasis added) 
 

For Smith the ability to transport oneself to the centers of such imaginary circles, where 

the motions appeared constant and regular, helped people feel they had made sense of the 

heavens. Here the drive for a privileged vantage point within the model takes the form, 

again, of being equidistant from the real objects supposed to underlie the phenomena—

the center of a circle being defined by its equidistance from every point on the boundary 

of the circle.  

Despite their elegance and predictive power as mathematical devices, attempts to 

add more and more circles to the models to account for deviations between prediction and 

observation over time and the attempt to construct a physical accounts of all these 

motions made the model too complex and unwieldy for the mind’s eye to behold (HA 

1982b, 69-70). The system lost its conceptual economy, becoming “as intricate and 

complex as those appearances” which it was meant to make simpler and more coherent 

(HA. 59.8).  

It was to resolve these imperfections and confusion that Copernicus addressed his 

efforts. The drive to see things at once from a coherent vantage point made Ptolemy’s 

Equalizing Circle especially unsatisfactory to Copernicus:  

The Equalizing Circle, which, by representing the revolutions of the Celestial 
Spheres, as equable only, when surveyed from a point that was different from 
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their centers, introduced a real inequality into their motions; contrary to that most 
natural, and indeed fundamental idea, with which all the authors of astronomical 
systems…had hitherto set out. (HA 1982b, 71.28, emphasis added). 
 

Ptolemy provided relative repose and tranquility for the imagination by enabling the 

mind’s eye to transport itself to a special position from which the motion appeared 

uniform—a sort of illusion for the mind’s eye created by the center of the Equalizing 

Circle being closer to one part of the celestial body’s path than to another. At the same 

time, however, the mind imagined that the motion was irregular in reality. Copernicus’s 

heliocentric hypothesis succeeded in providing a new place for the imagination to stand 

in the heavens that eliminated the need for any Equalizing Circle, and did so in a way that 

made the whole system vastly simpler, more elegant, and more naturally connected in the 

imagination. 

Looking out from one center of Copernicus’s heliocentric system, or looking 

down at it from a distance, one can see all the planets moving in one direction in simple, 

concentric orbits without having to imagine a complicated machinery to compound 

contrary or retrograde motions of the planets. From this vantage point, one can see how 

the most basic phenomena occur—why there was an apparent retrograde motion of the 

planets; why Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn (the outer planets) were sometimes closer and 

sometimes farther away from the Earth; why Mercury and Venus (the inner planets) 

never ventured far from the Sun. Each of these became a natural consequence of simple, 

concentric circular motions relative to one another, without recourse to arbitrarily placed 
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and calibrated epicycles (HA 1982b, 73-74).11 Rather than having to look from the 

centers of many circles at once, connected by a complicated machinery, Copernicus’s 

system allowed the imagination to see everything more or less at a single glance.  

It would be a mistake to assume that simple observations enabled scientists to 

discriminate between Copernicus’s and Ptolemy’s models. Smith points out that, 

although tables built on Copernicus’s observations were more accurate, those 

observations could have been accommodated equally to the Ptolemaic system (HA 

1982b, 76). Moreover, Copernicus’s system was resisted and rejected by the educated, 

because it conflicted with a wider set of data and with a larger, more integrated system of 

thought. To accept Copernicus’s system, the learned had to reject not only the “natural 

prejudices of sense,” but the whole edifice of physics that connected celestial and 

terrestrial physics (HA 1982b, 76-77.35). One factor that made Copernicus’s efforts in 

astronomy so revolutionary was that it forced those who accepted it to have to rethink the 

universal system of physics. Thinkers like Galileo found their scientific consciences 

piqued by the simplicity, economy, and beauty of Copernicus’s system enough to rebel 

against the more unified and conventional system of Aristotelian physics and to search 

for solutions to the terrestrial problems Copernicus’s hypothesis had created (HA 1982b, 

82.44-84.49, Kuhn, e.g., p.172, pp. 229-231). Simple observation, therefore, did not 

falsify geocentrism. The process of scientific judgment in this case involved an aesthetic 

dimension that dealt with choosing between the competing claims of beauty of a novel 

 
11 Though calibrating the model to the observations compelled Copernicus to keep some epicycles (HA 
86.53). 
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over an established system.  It was principally in their competing claims upon the sense 

of beauty and rationality that the Ptolemaic and Copernican hypotheses called to the 

scientist. 

It was suggested above that sympathizing with the representative of an impartial 

spectator acts as a sort of conscience within the breast that calls on us to correct the 

illusions of prejudice. Taking the vantage point of an impartial spectator is a 

characteristic feature of the process of forming sound judgment. Given that science 

employs models in which the mind’s eye takes different positions in the fancy to form 

scientific judgements, we should expect to observe a tacit “conscience” nagging the 

scientist regarding his sentiments and opinions about competing scientific theories. A 

common observation in the history and philosophy of science is the degree to which 

mathematicians and scientists feel guided by a sense of the beauty or ugliness of theories 

(see for example Kuhn’s argument The Copernican Revolution, 1957). Smith emphasizes 

the role “beauty” and “simplicity” of Copernicus’s system played in its eventual 

acceptance in the scientific community (HA 1982b, 74.32, 75.33, see also 56.5-57.5). The 

influence of this “beauty” seems to be an aspect of the tacit conscience calling us and 

guiding us to a sense of theoretical propriety, similar to “the influence and authority of 

conscience” guiding our sense of the propriety, beauty, and nobility regarding our own 

characters (TMS 134, 137.4).12 

 
12 Michael Polanyi (1962) argues that the greater objectivity of the Copernican theory compared to the 
Ptolemaic consists in the superior quality of intellectual satisfaction it provides (p.4). Such theoretical 
objectivity, he writes, 

inspires us…with the hope of overcoming the appalling disabilities of our bodily existence, even 
to the point of conceiving a rational idea of the universe which can authoritatively speak for 
itself…such discovery, while using the experience of our senses as clues, transcends this 
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On its surface, Smith’s discussion of the acceptance and rejection of the 

Equalizing Circle and sentimental motives of science seem to be part of an argument for 

epistemological skepticism (HA 1982b, 61.13). But while he writes that he is less 

concerned with how well these models agree with “truth and reality” than he is with the 

way the imagination constructs them and the sentimental responses we have to them (HA 

1982b, 46), Smith acknowledges that, just as in the other spheres, dwelling in and 

comparing the various representative systems of science naturally suggest a real impartial 

view from which these object can, in principle, be viewed—a notion to which we 

naturally and inevitably become attached. The attempt to model reality in science tends to 

create a commitment to the idea that there is a “truth” which would be known if seen by a 

sufficiently informed and impartial spectator, and that the models generated in science 

are representatives of that truth. As Matson (2017) shows, the rhetorical arc of HA 

reveals Smith’s agreement with Hume that people have natural sentimental tendencies to 

believe in truth and the truth-revealing nature of our models, despite any proclaimed 

commitment to the idea of epistemological skepticism.  

Just as in the cases of perception and moral sentiments, conversations and 

interactions we have with other people can help educate our sense of what opinions and 

sentiments the impartial spectator would approve of. The idea of scientific opinion 

emerges through the interaction of people’s models of truth in a scientific community of 

 
experience by embracing the vision of a reality beyond the impressions of our senses, a vision 
which speaks for itself in guiding us to an ever deeper understanding of reality (p.5) 

The voice of this representative of reality, according to Polanyi, invites us to “abandon the cruder 
anthropocentrism of our senses… in favor of a more ambitious anthropocentrism of our reason” (p.4) and 
he sees the rationality of a theory as its call to us that it has the qualities “such that we ought to assent to it” 
(p.16, emphasis added). 
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learning. Newton’s view provides an especially exemplary perspective for leading and 

directing our view of the heavens (HA 98). Newton’s system connected together so many 

“constant irregularities” with such a familiar principle of connection, namely gravity, and 

with such predictive precision and accuracy, Smith expresses his own difficulty 

remaining skeptical about the truth value of Newton’s theory (HA 105). 

Conclusion: The Inescapable Sentimental and Moral Dimensions of Judgment 

Smith’s account in each of his three works examined above suggests that people 

naturally generate the idea of an impartial spectator whose perceptions, sentiments, and 

opinions constitute standards against which our more partial perceptions, sentiments, and 

opinions should be judged. In each type of mental activity, our imagination “makes 

sense” of what would otherwise be a disorderly and chaotic flux of sense impressions, 

sentiments, or events by constructing systems or models that represent to us what we 

imagine would be the view of such an impartial spectator.  

The analogous procedure by which these different areas of mental activity make 

sense of experience for Smith may shed light on how he would think about the so-called 

fact-value distinction. It invites us to consider how we should evaluate the standards of 

morality compared to the standards of sense perceptions and of scientific opinion. 

The emergence of an impartial spectator in each of the spheres of mental activity 

implies analogous standards for estimating factual as well as moral and aesthetic 

judgments in a way that bridges the popularly held division between “subjectivity” and 

“objectivity.” In each kind of judgment our conscience, a representative of what we 

imagine to be a more just point of view, calls to us continually to transcend illusions of 
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partiality. For Smith the standards of perception and science involve personal imagination 

and sympathetic evaluation as does moral judgment; reciprocally, the standards of moral 

judgments arise from a sense of what is really going on outside of ourselves in much the 

same way as do the standards of perception and science. In each case, the mind reaches 

out for truth by means of a system or theory in the imagination. In this procedure, truth is 

felt to be grasped from a sentimental quality of the model, rather than from an immediate 

reception of sense data or sentiment.13 

Smith’s view implies that we cannot escape a world of moral judgment. All our 

judgments (including judgments of what we shall treat as factual) have a spectating and 

thus an evaluative or moral dimension. Trying to see the world “as it is” is precisely what 

we do in constructing a sense of justice and propriety. Likewise, in judging whether a 

factual judgment or opinion is “good,” “just,” or “proper,” we implicitly appeal to a 

supposed impartial judge whose view informs the propriety or impropriety of the original 

judgment.  

All thinking and judging for Smith, therefore, is a question of a kind of propriety 

or justice, which we come to know through an imaginative, spectating procedure and is 

represented in our breast by our conscience, i.e., our sense of coherence and impartiality. 

Smith describes this justice of any and all kinds of judgment as, “when we…seem to 

 
13 Exploring why we tend to come to greater agreement about sense perceptions and certain forms of 
scientific models compared to matters of propriety goes beyond the scope of this paper. It should be 
pointed out, however, that the kind of impartiality described in this paper may be a necessary, though not 
sufficient condition, for sound judgment. More than equidistance or the lack of any particular connection is 
required for good judgment. We also require concrete knowledge of particulars and context, such as about 
the internal workings of individuals’ minds in complex relationships with one another, to which we may 
not share equal means of access.  
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value any particular object with that degree of esteem, or to pursue it with that degree of 

ardour which to the impartial spectator it may appear to deserve…It consists…in that 

state of mind in which every faculty confines itself within its proper sphere without 

encroaching upon that of any other, and performs its proper office with that precise 

degree of strength and vigour which belongs to it” (TMS 1982a, 270.10). (Since it deals 

with proper estimation and judgment of any object, Klein (Klein, 2021), has named this 

kind of justice “estimative justice.”)  

When we judge, we necessarily affirm that our judgment is good, just, or proper. 

But each judgment calls forth the possibility of judging that judgment, i.e., evaluating its 

goodness, justness, or propriety. We are always capable of taking a “higher” vantage 

point from which to evaluate our judgments. In fact, whenever we reflect on and try to 

judge such a disagreement, we are impelled to do so. A disagreement among judgments 

(a thesis and an antithesis) of any kind implies the possibility of transcending the 

disagreement to discover a higher judgment (a synthesis). The judgment of a former 

judgment always, therefore, necessarily involves a question of its goodness, justness, or 

propriety in the eyes of an impartial spectator—which is to say, is always in some way a 

matter of moral judgment. 
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CHAPTER TWO: TOCQUEVILLIAN EDUCATION FOR SELF-GOVERNANCE 

“One cannot doubt that in the United States the instruction of the people serves 
powerfully to maintain a democratic republic. It will be so, I think, everywhere 
that the instruction that enlightens the mind is not separated from the education 
that regulates mores. 

Still, I do not exaggerate this advantage and I am still further from 
believing, as do a great number of people in Europe, that it suffices to teach men 
to read and to write to make them citizens immediately. 

Genuine enlightenment arises principally from experience, and if one had 
not habituated the Americans little by little to govern themselves, the literary 
knowledge that they possess would not greatly help them today to succeed in it.” 

– Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America 
  

  
“How can we speak of Democracy or Freedom when from the very beginning of 
life we mould the child to undergo tyranny, to obey a dictator? How can we 
expect democracy when we have reared slaves? Real freedom begins at the 
beginning of life, not at the adult stage. These people who have been diminished 
in their powers, made short-sighted, devitalized by mental fatigue, whose bodies 
have become distorted, whose wills have been broken by elders who say: ‘your 
will must disappear and mine prevail!’—how can we expect them, when school-
life is finished, to accept and use the rights of freedom?” 

– Maria Montessori, Education for a New World 
 

Tocqueville’s Challenge for Pedagogy 

Tocqueville (2000) believed he had found the source of the prosperity, liberty, 

and order he observed in America in the mores of the American people. Other countries 

with similar geographic advantages had imitated much of the constitution and legislation 

of the United States, but had “not become habituated to the government of democracy” 

(p.294). They transported the “letter of the law to themselves” but “they could not at the 

same time transport the spirit that enlivened it” (p.156). There must have been something 
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in the culture and character of the people, therefore, that animated, ordered, and sustained 

democracy. 

By mores, Tocqueville meant the intellectual presuppositions and habits of the 

hearts and minds of a people, how they habitually think and behave, and how they think 

and feel people should behave (Tocqueville 2000, p.275). Mores make up a social 

operating system that serves as the shared context and foundation for conscious choosing, 

strategic behavior, and interpersonal coordination. Such presuppositions and habits form 

the tacit constitution that gives meaning and force to the formal constitution. As 

Tocqueville sees it, “the happiest situation and the best laws cannot maintain a 

constitution despite mores, whereas the latter turn even the most unfavorable positions 

and the worst laws to good account” (p.295).  

It was Tocqueville’s goal in Democracy in America (2000) to search among the 

mores of the American people, who had progressed furthest along the path of democracy, 

“for what is favorable to the maintenance of political institutions” (p.275). He described 

it as the principal goal of his book to show how,  

Political societies are not made by their laws, but are prepared in advance by the 
sentiments, beliefs, ideas, the habits of the hearts and minds of the men who are 
part of them, and by what nature and education have made those men. [emphasis 
added] (2012) 
 

How, then, can education help cultivate moral character and mores conducive to liberal 

democratic self-governance? 

This chapter interprets Tocqueville's broader project in Democracy in America—

including its elaboration by Vincent and Elinor Ostrom—as a guide to pedagogy. It 

argues that those interested in advancing a Tocquevillian vision of society should 
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consider how mores are influenced in learning environments, not only by the explicit 

content of education, but also by the “hidden curriculum” implicit in the form that 

education takes. Specifically, it argues that not only should education for self-governance 

promote an understanding of the ethics, economics, and political science of association, it 

should also promote habits of initiative, responsibility, and cooperation through modes of 

learning in which the arts of association are actively practiced. 

Central to sustaining the political institutions of democracy, for Tocqueville, is 

the need to avoid a kind of soft despotism, what Vincent Ostrom (1997) calls Democratic 

Despotism (p.18). While Tocqueville largely approved of the spontaneously generated 

order of American society, he was concerned that excessive focus on short term, private 

interests would enable people to cede responsibility for public matters to a centralized, 

bureaucratic, and paternalistic authority. He feared people’s capabilities to self-govern 

would atrophy without a culture to encourage people to habitually look beyond 

themselves to connect with peers in the pursuit of common goods. They would fall prone 

to a form of despotism in which they would become dependent on wardens to solve their 

problems for them.  

Tocqueville thought a measure of art was, therefore, necessary to cultivate civic 

virtues and public institutions to preserve democracy. He thought the development of 

such character and culture was to be achieved largely through the experience of self-

government itself. Free exchange and cooperation in associative life was a kind of hard 

“apprenticeship” (p.229) that constituted metaphorical “schools” where the knowledge 

and habits of self-government were learned (p.57, 497). In contrast, wardens governing 
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the people under soft despotism would not be like tyrants, but rather like “schoolmasters” 

who pretend to do everything for them (2000, p.662-663). This chapter argues that 

educators should be careful not to become the kind of schoolmasters Tocqueville used to 

describe the centralized administration of a soft despotism, but to cultivate classroom 

environments where something like the hard apprenticeship of freedom generates virtues 

conducive to a free society. 

The next section explores Tocquevillian reasons why a science and art of 

association should be studied and practiced by all. The third section contrasts 

Tocqueville’s observations of penitentiary systems and of spontaneous association in 

American society at large as alternate paradigms for modes of education. The following 

section argues that top-down bureaucratic control of schooling and teacher-centered 

classrooms tend to generate a “hidden curriculum” more conducive to the kind of soft 

despotism Tocqueville feared than the self-governing civil society he admired. The 

penultimate section gives a brief introduction to alternative modes of education more 

aligned with the kind of moral education Tocqueville admired. The final section 

concludes. 

Tocqueville’s New Political Science and the Ostroms’s Science and Art of 

Association 

Tocqueville (2000) argues “a new political science is needed for a world 

altogether new” (p.7). A significant component of what he had in mind was political 
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economy.14 As Vincent Ostrom (1997) explains, Tocqueville refers to this new political 

science as a “science of association,” the practice of which is an “art of association,” “the 

mother of action” which should be “studied and applied by all” (p.276). What role does 

education in political economy have in a democracy? Why need it be “studied and 

applied by all”?  

The brief answer is that democracy creates new prejudices and new problems for 

social order that make a general enlightenment in the conditions that preserve democracy 

imperative. 

First, democracy erodes a sense of social authority. Although Tocqueville seems 

to use the term “democracy” without analytical precision, he contrasts democracy with 

aristocracy. Democracy is a kind of “equality of conditions” (2000, p.3) in which there is 

a tendency toward a “universal leveling” of wealth, power, and enlightenment (p.4-5). 

Elster (2007) identifies Tocqueville’s equality of conditions with the idea of a high level 

of social mobility (p.114-115). But as Tocqueville explains, conditions were not yet so 

equal that inequality of wealth or the relation of master and servant had disappeared 

(p.546). Rather, the essence of the equality of conditions is “a sort of imaginary equality” 

between men “despite the real inequality of their conditions” (p.550). 

 
14 Tocqueville clearly engaged with the political economy of his day. He studied Jean-Baptiste Say’s Cours 
complet d'économie politique carefully in 1828 and organized his extensive notes for later reference 
(Drolet, 2003). He and his traveling companion, Gustave de Beaumont, read Say again on the boat to 
America, along with a history of America. They evidently expected Say’s work to help them make sense of 
what they would observe on their journey. It is difficult to specify how Say’s thought influenced 
Tocqueville. Tocqueville does not refer to Say in his published works (Swedberg, 83). But according to 
Beaumont, Say’s work appealed to Tocqueville and him “very strongly” (in Tocqueville, 2010, 12). 
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Equality of conditions leads to a widespread belief in a moral and jural equality of 

individuals. Differences in the classes are thus no longer seen as expressions of 

permanent, natural, or divinely appointed differences. The relation of servant to master, 

for instance, becomes a matter of contract between two equal wills, not an expression of a 

divine right of aristocrats to command and a duty of serfs to obey (Tocqueville, 2000, 

p.549-550). Traditional patterns of duty and willingness to submit to a hierarchical 

structure, therefore, can no longer serve to order people into mutually beneficial patterns.  

Secondly, as individuals associate more by choice and less by tradition, people 

come to see tradition as a source of information, not of wisdom or as an adjudicator of 

moral or intellectual questions (Tocqueville, 2000, p.403-404). They tend to look, 

instead, to their own reason or to public opinion as their guides. And since received 

“forms” often stand in the way of pursuing specific goals, such forms are thus ever more 

in danger of being rejected unless their utility can be demonstrated and justified (p.404, 

669). People in a democracy may thus be too quick to abandon traditional structures that 

have preserved peace and social order when the function of such structures are poorly 

understood.  

Tocqueville (2000) was especially concerned, for instance, about the erosion of 

respect for the institutions of individual rights (p.227-228, 669-670). He thought an 

earlier “divine notion of rights” was disappearing and mores were changing such that the 

“moral notion of rights” was being erased (p.228). Without a sense of rights to order 

relations among equals, or the older set of traditions to lead some to rule and others to 

obey, only tyranny remains to order political society. 
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The modern world thus requires a general enlightenment in a political science that 

teaches people why certain moral, economic, and political institutions are likely to 

conduce to their long-term self-interest and to the common good, even when such 

institutions appear to stand in the way of more immediate wants.  

Tocqueville (2000) finds a source for such enlightenment in a science of interests 

(p.500-503). Unenlightened interests are insufficient to guide individuals’ actions toward 

long term or common goods. Instincts can lead people down paths that result in 

undesirable outcomes. But Tocqueville saw what he called “the doctrine of self-interest 

well understood” as “the most powerful guarantee against themselves that remains to 

[men in our times]” (p.502). A doctrine of self-interest well understood teaches 

individuals how “little sacrifices each day” are useful in advancing their own longer-term 

interests (p.502) and teaches the citizen-legislator where the “individual advantage of the 

citizen” can “work for the happiness of all” (p.501). 

As Vincent Ostrom explains (1997), for Tocqueville,  

“Self-interest rightly understood” depended on a right understanding to be 
achieved by the development of a science and art of association that would enable 
citizens to act in such ways that individual interests would become associated in 
patterns of reciprocal and complementary interests. The constitution of 
democratic societies is a product of human artisanship in which “freedom, public 
peace, and social order itself will not be able to exist without education”...—
presumably an education appropriate to citizenship in self-governing societies. 
(p.17-18)  
 

Tocqueville (2000) thought that upon such a doctrine, the authority of certain 

institutions would be grounded on an understanding of their usefulness: “The people, 
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instructed in their true interests, would understand that to profit from society’s benefits, 

one must submit to its burdens” (p.9). 

 
A central teaching of the doctrine of self-interest well understood connecting 

personal interest with the common good is the importance of respecting individual rights. 

Rather than relying on the idea that rights come from a creator, political economy offers 

an account of our rights and duties as balancing and advancing people’s interests: 

Do you not perceive on all sides beliefs that give way to reasoning, and 
sentiments that give way to calculations? If in the midst of that universal 
disturbance you do not come to bind the idea of rights to the personal interest that 
offers itself as the only immobile point in the human heart, what will remain to 
you to govern the world, except fear? (p.228) 
 

Political economy promises to explain just how institutions, such as moral and legal 

respect for individual rights, can tend to harmonize interests. Widespread enlightenment 

in political economy can, therefore, give new force to ideas and mores upon which 

democracy is founded and sustained. 

But though Tocqueville (2000) thought it necessary to promote a widespread 

understanding of how individual rights promote freedom and prosperity, he thought a 

notion of such rights alone was insufficient to sustain a democratic social order. As 

indicated above, Tocqueville feared the social consequences of what he called 

“individualism”—a  situation in which individuals socially isolate themselves and pursue 

a vision of their own self-interest that excluded investments in various social commons 

needed to maintain freedom in a democracy (p.482-483).  

People who lack practice in associating to satisfy their needs and in resisting 

autocratic centralization of public administration fall prey to a vicious cycle. As central 
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administration takes away responsibility of the citizenry for solving its own problems 

locally, people become less and less competent to solve such problems over time, 

creating a state of dependency on a central administration leading to yet further 

centralization (p.648), eventuating in Democratic Despotism.  

Tocqueville, therefore, thought democracy would decay, unless such atomistic 

individualism were counteracted by other forces, forms of education and cultural 

practices that encouraged spontaneous association and skill in collective action for 

common purposes. Enlightenment in how to promote one’s long-term interests must, 

therefore, include an understanding of how those interests are advanced by forming 

associations.15   

Elinor and Vincent Ostrom shared Tocqueville’s concern that democracy would 

decay without some understanding of the principles that underpin cooperative action. For 

them, the Prisoner’s Dilemma is paradigmatic of the failure to self-govern. Without a 

knowledge (both theoretical and practical) of how to coordinate by means of speech 

 
15 Tocqueville's self-interest well understood consists of more than a materialistic sense of man’s interests. 
He thought the new science should not only inform people about how to obtain their preferences, but guide 
them to some degree about what preferences will be worth cultivating for virtue, happiness, and a 
sustainable social order. In discussing a journal he was hoping to launch when a young man, Tocqueville 
wrote, 

“While all the efforts in political economy seem today to be in the direction of materialism, I 
would like the policy of the journal to be to emphasize the most immaterial side of this science, to 
try to introduce ideas and moral feelings as elements of prosperity and happiness, to try to 
rehabilitate the spiritual dimension in politics and make it popular by making it useful.” 
(Tocqueville as quoted in Swedberg, 2009, p.3) 

Tocqueville (2000) also expressed his opposition to modernist materialists and materialistic utilitarians, 
who strive “to make man into matter, [who] to find the useful without occupying themselves with the just, 
to find science far from beliefs, and well-being separate from virtue” (p.11). 

See also Danoff’s discussion of Tocqueville’s views on the limits of calculative reasoning to 
establish the mores needed and the need for some republican civic virtue to preserve the conditions of self-
government in his Educating Democracy: Alexis de Tocqueville and Leadership in America (2010, p.11-
18). 
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rather than by violence or hierarchical imposition, people would become incompetent to 

manage their own affairs and relations with others. Citizens would become like “the 

prisoners in the famous dilemma” who “cannot change the constraints imposed on them 

by the district attorney” (E. Ostrom, 1990, p.6-7; see also V. Ostrom, 1997, p.17).  

To guard against descent into Democratic Despotism, the Ostroms emphasize 

Tocqueville’s call for a political science and art of association beyond the study of 

voluntary exchange of private goods. The new political science and the doctrine of self-

interest well understood must include understandings conducive to the solution of 

collective action problems and the provision of public goods. As they conceive of it, the 

science of association seeks to elevate people from the condition of interacting like 

isolated prisoners to be able to “enhance the capabilities of those involved to change the 

constraining rules of the game to lead to outcomes other than remorseless tragedies” (E. 

Ostrom, 1990, p.6-7). 

In her article “A Frequently Overlooked Precondition of Democracy: Citizens 

Knowledgeable about and Engaged in Collective Action,” Elinor Ostrom (2006) argues 

that “No democratic system can be sustained for long without educated citizens who are 

able to solve many of their own collective-action problems” (p.2). In the article, she 

outlines how the Progressive centralization of public administration has removed many 

people, including children, from participation in the local provision of public goods and 

has thus deprived them of a practical education important to the maintenance of 

democracy. She writes,      

the basic conditions leading to our own democratic institutions may be eroding 
through the reforms that have been undertaken as a result of dominant theories of 
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how to create an efficient public sector and through the education (or, rather, lack 
of education) provided in our high schools and colleges about the essential role of 
citizens in multiple kinds of collective action. (p.4) 
 

Beyond supporting the notion of incorporating various forms of civic engagement and 

service learning in the formal curriculum, Ostrom prescribes teaching students about the 

science of association they might otherwise have been more likely to learn organically in 

a more decentralized, democratic order. Specifically, she argues,  

we have an obligation to provide students with effective theory about (1) how 
individuals overcome the many facets of social dilemmas that pervade all aspects 
of public life, (2) how to avoid the tragedy of the commons, and (3) how to learn 
to take advantages of the opportunities that arise from conflict to better 
understand problems and use their imagination to achieve conflict resolution. 
(2006, p.10) 
 

Elinor Ostrom thus argues that a greater portion of formal studies should consist of the 

political science, economics, and ethics needed to preserve a Tocquevillian vision of 

democracy to make up for the loss of practical experience of voluntary association. 

Presumably, such a curriculum would include elements of her book Governing the 

Commons (1990), which outlines the theoretical structures of collective action problems 

and design principles derived from examples of how various communities have 

developed rules to govern themselves and common resources. 

Tocqueville and the Ostrom’s thus believe that an understanding of the ethics, 

economics, and political science of individual rights and association to address collective 

action problems is necessary for the preservation of self-governance in a democracy. But 

as Tocqueville argues such “literary knowledge” is insufficient to sustain democracy. 

Some things cannot be transmitted as factual information, but must be learned by 

participating in a culture. Mores consist of habits as well as of ideas. Tocqueville 
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understood, with Aristotle, that moral character cannot be developed by listening to 

lectures, nor can it be achieved by the teacher or anyone else “legislating” character from 

without. We acquire habits and virtues by exercising them (Aristotle, II.1; Tocqueville 

2000, p.291).  

As Vincent Ostrom (1997) argues, “putting words on paper is never sufficient for 

achieving knowledgeable or lawful relationships in human society” (p. 281). 

Constitutions are never merely written on paper or spoken allowed in a public sphere. 

They must be woven into the habits of the heart, mind, and tongue (McCloskey, 2010). 

Even if certain forms of radical transformation are proposed, they must be grafted onto 

the status quo, or the scion will be rejected by the rootstock. Formal rules must be picked 

up, studied, debated, widely accepted, and translated into social practice. Rules in form 

have little power unless they conform to deeply rooted rules in use.16  

One cannot learn to ride a bicycle by listening to lectures on the physics, 

mechanics, and anatomy of bike riding. One must practice trying to ride a bike and 

experience the responsibility of correcting oneself in the face of the feedback of one’s 

own success and failure. Similarly, moral character must be gained through practice, 

habituation, and apprenticeship within a culture. One must actually practice being self-

 
16The importance of institutions and even mores has seen a recent re-emergence in political economic 
thinking. In addition to a surge of work in New Institutional Economics and Law and Economics, work on 
a variety of topics has also stressed the crucial role that informal-cultural institutions play in creating the 
context needed to generate and perpetuate economic development, a liberal social order, and 
entrepreneurship, for instance, Lavoie  & Chamlee-Wright (2002) Culture and enterprise; Boettke, Coyne, 
Leeson, & Sautet (2005) “The New Comparative Political Economy”; Boettke, Coyne, & Leeson (2008) 
“Institutional Stickiness  and the New Development Economics”; Coyne (2008) After War: The Political 
Economy of Exporting Democracy; McCloskey (2010) Bourgeois Dignity: Why Economics Cannot Explain 
the Modern World; Williamson and Coyne (2012) “Culture and Freedom”; Storr (2013) Understanding the 
culture of markets; Grube & Storr (2015) Culture and economic action. 
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directed, solving problems, making rules for oneself (individually and collectively), and 

dealing with collective action problems all without recourse to a directing warden. 

Education proper to democracy must, therefore, include not just instruction in the science 

of association but practice in the art of association.  

Yet those interested in teaching liberal values often focus on changing the explicit 

content of the curriculum––what is to be “covered”––at the exclusion of thought put to 

the form of education itself. Many teachers “think they are heard for their much 

speaking.” But as Vincent Ostrom suggests, it is not the writing down or the speaking of 

words that makes for shared meaning. Ideas must be taken up, discussed, debated, 

integrated with prior understanding, and found useful in practice. Words “covered” in 

readings assigned or lectures spoken can be as meaningless as declaring that The 

Constitution of the United States is now the governing document of Somalia. If the 

constitution was “assigned” and even read aloud and explained by experts in public there, 

we would not expect it to have much effect. So why do we think or act so often as if 

things are much different in a classroom?   

Vincent Ostrom (1997) concurs with the need for practice beyond literary 

instruction: 

I cannot understand how human beings can construct democratic self-governing 
societies without drawing on the essential experiences of first living in the small 
traditions of family, neighborhood, and community as places to be cultivated 
[cultured] as worthy of emulation. (p.299) 
 
The modes of interaction we engage in cultivate in us visions of life and 

capabilities fitting to those very modes of interaction. If we wish people to possess 

certain skills and virtues such as initiative, self-reliance, interpersonal cooperation, 
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tolerance, problem solving, and civil and reasoned discourse, we must cultivate social 

cultures in our institutions of learning where those skills and virtues are actively 

practiced. 

Those interested in cultivating a Tocquevillian vision of society must thus see to 

it, where possible, that the learning environment be such as to invite practice and 

experience of initiative, cooperation, and voluntary association proper to an ideal civil 

society. They must consider how the mores of the classroom either educate people to 

practice these ideas and values or the reverse.  

Tocqueville saw the American society of his day as providing just such arenas of 

experience that taught the American people the spirit of freedom and how to govern 

themselves. He referred to these learning environments metaphorically as “schools” for 

the development of mores. He offers observations of two contrasting forms of societal 

practice, that of prisoners at Sing Sing and those of freely associating individuals in 

American society at large. These serve as models of experience to be drawn on to 

understand how different forms of practice may conduce to people falling prey to 

Democratic Despotism or to preserving democracy.  

A Contrast in Learning Environments: Passive Isolation vs. Active Association 

Tocqueville’s ostensible purpose for visiting America was to study and write a report on 

the American penal system. Ironically he wrote one of the most famous studies of the 

nature of democratic freedom in America in the process. Alternating observations of the 

democratic freedoms of the Americans and of oppressive prison environments must have 

presented a contrast that informed his views on which kinds of practice and mores 
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conduce to sustained freedom and self-governance, on the one hand, and which conduce 

to the decay of such liberal self-government and to servitude, on the other. Tocqueville’s 

observations of these two contrasting environments of practice can be read as studies of 

what kind of learning environments might prepare people to self-govern. 

 Tocqueville may have begun to conceive of his concern about atomistic 

individualism from his observations of the discipline at Sing Sing. He was shocked at 

how few guards were needed to control so many prisoners in outdoor work (30 guards to 

900 inmates). He described the form of discipline used to achieve this result in a letter 

home and in his report on the penal system with Beaumont (1833). The two principles, 

which were vigorously enforced, were that the prisoners were not “free to talk” and were 

given no leisure or time to think or to generate purposes for themselves: 

In order to enforce complete obedience with so few real means of repression, and 
at the same time to make prison work useful, the Americans have undertaken to 
convince each inmate, by isolating him, that he stands alone against a body of 
warders. Silence and continual work are their agents: the silence that separates the 
individual from the crowd, the work that absorbs all his moral and physical 
strength and diverts him from mischief. That is the secret of the system. 
(Tocqueville, 2010, p.57) 
 

As described above, Tocqueville believed that systems of atomistic individualism, would 

guide people to relate to one another similarly to the forms of (non-)interaction he 

observed among the prisoners at Sing Sing.17 

 
17 Boesche (1980) also discusses this under-appreciated connection in the Tocqueville literature in his 
article, “The Prison: Tocqueville's Model for Despotism.” His interpretation is very similar to the one I 
propose and his examination contains complementary insights to those made explicit here. But Boesche 
seems not to appreciate the role of Tocqueville’s first observations of the Auburn system at Sing Sing in 
particular in jumpstarting and in formulating his understanding of the problems of despotism. Boesche 
focuses, rather, on Tocqueville’s later observations of the Pennsylvania system. While in the Pennsylvania 
system, the prisoners are kept physically isolated at all times, including while working during the day, in 
the Auburn system (1) the prisoners are physically proximate to one another, with no physical barriers 
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People who communicate can cooperate.18 It is the inability of individuals to 

communicate with one another that generates the standard Prisoner's Dilemma Elinor 

Ostrom referred to above. Tocqueville (2010) recognized that, 

Strength lies not in numbers but in association, and thirty individuals united by 
constant communication, ideas, common projects, and schemes, have more 
effective power than nine hundred people whose isolation is their fatal flaw. 
(p.64) 
 

The effective power of men united allows them, not only to resist authority, but to realize 

objectives without recourse to wardens. Isolated persons, however, lack social capital and 

practice in dealing with others and solving problems with equals. Such people may look 

to authority to solve their problems, including the control of other people whose behavior 

they dislike.  

On the other hand, Tocqueville (2000) argued that the “weakness” of independent 

men in a democracy at large teaches them to work together (p.490). The experience of 

freedom itself is the hard “apprenticeship” by which people learn that, when there is no 

warden to care for them, they must associate to care for themselves and one another 

(p.229). 

The inhabitant of the United States learns from birth that he must 
rely on himself to struggle against the evils and obstacles of life; he 
has only a defiant and restive regard for social authority and he 

 
between them, and (2) they work in an open air environment from which one might presume the prisoners 
could readily escape. Sing Sing was the first prison they observed, and Tocqueville was astonished at the 
sight (Pierson, 1938 p. 101-102). Isolation at Sing Sing was not achieved by walls and chains, but by rules 
that generated a despotism of the mind—silence and zero communication among the prisoners. This 
silence, of course, was enforced with the whip. 
18 Peart and Levy (2015) summarize the literature on experimental findings regarding the relationship 
between communication and cooperation: “There is perhaps no stronger experimental evidence than the 
conclusion, confirmed in many experimental studies, that discussion strongly enhances cooperation” (43). 
They argue that practice in the art and skill of discussion, such as in classroom discussion, can thus 
facilitate the skills of communication conducive to social cooperation.  
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appeals to its power only when he cannot do without it. This begins 
to be perceived from school onward, where children submit even in 
their games to rules they have established and punish among 
themselves offenses defined by themselves…The same spirit is 
found in all acts of social life. (p.180) 
 

The apparent absence and passivity of governors in American society at large habituated 

people to turn to themselves and each other to solve their own problems. Importantly, 

Tocqueville saw such self-initiated activity not only in commercial transactions, but in 

voluntary associations to address the provision of public goods.  

Tocqueville argued that the source of America’s resilience against the dangers of 

atomistic individualism was, therefore, to be found primarily in their habit of entering 

into civic and political associations. And he saw these associations as analogous to “great 

schools” responsible for the development and reinvestment in the mores needed for 

democratic self-government (p.497): 

Without [them] a nation can give itself a free government, but it does not have the 
spirit of freedom...The township institutions that moderate the despotism of the 
majority, at the same time give the people a taste for freedom and the art of being 
free. [emphasis added] (2000, p.274) 
 

In these “schools” of civic and political association individuals interact face-to-face, they 

talk, problem solve, teach, and learn from one another. “Sentiments and ideas renew 

themselves, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed only by the reciprocal 

action of men upon one another” (2000, p. 491). 

A potential problem with the interpretation given here needs to be addressed. In 

his report on the prisons, Tocqueville promoted the rules of isolation and continual work 

as potentially beneficial and reformative for prisoners to prepare them to live in free 

society (Beaumont & Tocqueville, 1833, p.58). How could he, at the same time as 
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supporting such rules within prisons, fear that a free society would be endangered by 

these conditions writ large among a free population?19 One answer is that Tocqueville 

sees peer teaching among prisoners, in particular, as a bad thing (Beaumont, et.al, p.49). 

One wants cooperation conducive to productive activities, and learning that facilitates 

this kind of cooperation, but not communication and cooperation for criminal or 

destructive purposes. Isolation in prisons stops prisons from becoming, what Tocqueville 

calls “schools of crime”! (Beaumont, et.al. p.125, emphasis added). One can learn from 

the habits of people in civil society, or one can learn from convicts. One can learn to 

cooperate with others in civil society, or one can learn to cooperate with pirates to prey 

on civil society. One form of peer interaction promotes the positive qualities conducive to 

democracy, the other undermines society. More or less passive obedience to good laws 

and to honest employers is certainly preferable to predation. But such activity is 

inappropriate to the perpetuation of democratic society when writ large.  

Tocqueville saw the different forms of civic and political life above as analogous 

to “schools” or “apprenticeships” for those different forms of life. But the reverse also 

holds. A school is a little society in itself. It is a society in which the habits of heart, 

mind, and tongue are modelled and cultivated. Different forms of education necessarily 

present models of societies and arenas for practice that cultivate visions and habits 

conducive, either to the active, self-reliant, and associative form of life Tocqueville 

witnessed in democratic America, or to the passive, dependent, and isolated form of life 

Tocqueville observed at Sing Sing. As quoted above, Tocqueville thought American 

 
19 Boesche (1980, 555) raises and addresses this question similarly.  
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attitudes and skills of self-reliance begins to be learned “from school onwards,” not when 

children are directed by others, but where they deal with each other and make rules for 

themselves.  

In contrast, Beaumont and Tocqueville (1833) thought the isolation characteristic 

of the adult prisons they observed was inappropriate to the moral education of children:  

absolute isolation would be intolerable to children, and silence could not be 
maintained among them without punishments, the violence of which alone must 
make us repugnant to them. There would be, besides, the greatest disadvantages 
in depriving them of social relations, without which their intellectual progress 
would be checked. (p.114) 
 
Beaumont and Tocqueville’s observations of the houses of refuge, which were a 

sort of a mix of school and detention for delinquent children, provide elements of a model 

for addressing the need for moral education in formal schooling (p.112). Beaumont and 

Tocqueville were particularly impressed with the House of Refuge in Boston whose form 

was that of “a small society, upon the model of society at large” (p.115). In it the children 

were “treated as if they were men and members of a free society” (p.118).  

The children voted on matters of import and had to give account of their own 

conduct each night and prescribe the consequences for their own misconduct, similar to 

rules Tocqueville (2000) observed school children to make and enforce among 

themselves (p.180).  

Experience has shown that the children always judge themselves more severely 
than they would have been judged by others; and not unfrequently it is found 
necessary, to correct the severity and even the injustice of their own sentence 
(Beaumont & Tocqueville, 1833, p.119).  

 
If any difficulty arises about the nature of the wrongdoing or the proper punishment, “a 

judgment takes place.” 



52 
 

Twelve little jurymen, taken from among the children of the establishment, 
pronounce the condemnation or the acquittal of the accused. 

Each time that it becomes necessary to elect among them an officer or 
monitor, the little community meets, proceeds to the election, and the candidate 
having most votes is proclaimed president. (p.119) 

 
Beaumont and Tocqueville believed that, 
 

There is...more depth in these political plays, which agree so well with the 
institutions of the country, than we would suppose at first glance. The impressions 
of childhood and the early use of liberty, contribute, perhaps, at a later period, to 
make the young delinquents more obedient to the laws. And without considering 
this possible political result, it is certain, that such a system is powerful as a 
means of moral education. (p.120) 

     
In this kind of modeling of the practices of a free society within the school lies a clue to 

how to extend Tocqueville’s concerns for the education of mores into the classroom 

environment. As the Italian educator Maria Montessori writes,  

By keeping children motionless, seated side by side...'relations between children' 
cannot be established, and infantile social life does not develop. It is by means of 
free intercourse, of real practice which obliges each one to adapt his own limits to 
the limits of others, that social 'habits' may be established. Dissertations on what 
ought to be done will never bring about the construction of the will...it will not 
suffice to inculcate ‘ideas of politeness’ and of ‘rights and duties.’ If this were so, 
it would suffice to give a minute description of the movements of the hand 
necessary in playing the piano, to enable an attentive pupil to execute a sonata by 
Beethoven” (Spontaneous Activity in Education, 174). 
 

Beaumont and Tocqueville point out, however, that facilitating such a system of freedom, 

spontaneity, and peer interaction in the learning environment relies on more genius and 

training than is usually to be expected from a mass bureaucratic form of state 

management. Instead, they believe, a bureaucratic government is more likely to be 

successful in controlling young delinquents by imposing rules that allow for less 

discretion, though they are less conducive to moral education (p.121).  
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The Hidden Curriculum of Mass Bureaucratic Schooling 

Modern day schooling is dominated by environments in which students are 

physically proximate to one another, but mentally isolated, dependent on a single 

intellectual authority who directs their movements and tries to solve their every problem 

from above—environments much more like Sing Sing than the forms of association 

Tocqueville admired in America at large. 

The common mode of schooling today arose in part from an ideology that sought 

to centrally plan learning through a bureaucracy and due to the problems of organization 

inherent in the mass bureaucratic approach to schooling it created. 

Prior to the attempt to create mass bureaucratic schools, schools were locally 

controlled, poorly provisioned, seemingly irrational in their methods, and employed 

corporal punishment. Yet attendance was voluntary. Rural school life was much closer to 

community in form and in practice. Students interacted spontaneously with people of 

different ages, teaching, playing, and caring for one another. Teachers were often drawn 

from the community and, because of local control, were accountable to the parents and 

taxpayers with all their demands and idiosyncrasies (Tyack, 2003, p.18). They lacked 

means to compel students to do almost anything, but instead had to use their wit and 

charm to persuade students and parents of the value of school activities. Students and 

teachers had to learn to deal with one another and resolve conflict, which could 

sometimes even escalate into physical fights (p.19). School buildings also often served as 

a central meeting place for political, social, and religious functions of the community. 
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And school life was only a part of a system of community opportunities for learning 

through work and participation in business, family, civic, and religious activities (p.15).  

 Progressives in the 1840s, however, found the polycentrically grown collection of 

locally controlled schools an impediment to improving schools via top town measures. 

Rather than the local control by amateurs, they wanted schools to be controlled by 

professional leaders who were assumed to have the knowledge, incentive, and 

institutional structures required to perform better than parents and local taxpayers.  

Inspired, in part, by theories of “scientific management,” education reformers 

started thinking and speaking about schools more in the language of mechanics and 

industry (Callahan, 1964, p.33; Tyack, 2003, p.41-44). The factory became a paradigm 

for schooling. Students came to be seen more like a passive raw material on a production 

line upon which the school operated, adding knowledge to the children as they were 

moved along (Tyack, 2003, p.49).  

In order to achieve their goals, the engineers would need to control every part of 

the process to make it predictable and efficient. They wanted to “standardize” and 

“grade” the “product,” making it more “uniform.” Students were moved from place to 

place and lesson to lesson according to pre-established schedules. Curricular content was 

standardized and textbooks developed. Classification of students based on measurable, 

objective characteristics such as age and performance on examinations were essential to 

bureaucratic management of the system. And not only was the activity of the students to 

be directed from above, but that of the teachers as well, who were to be effective 
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instruments of the superintendents’s superior foresight, insight, and planning (Tyack, 

2003, p.61). 

At the height of this Progressivist philosophy America experienced the fastest rate 

of urbanization in its history. In 1845, for instance, Chicago opened a school which they 

expected to be under-attended. A total of 543 children attended in the first year and 843 

in the next, with only three teachers to teach these students. Some order to deal with the 

problems of urbanization was desperately needed. But rather than facilitating 

development of a decentralized system of local control, reformers took what they saw as 

the only rational and scientific way to create order: establish centralized bureaucratic 

control to discover and implement “the one best system” from above (Tyack, 2003, p.39) 

While many educational reformers openly embrace the inculcation of obedience 

to bureaucratic norms (Tyack, 2003, p.49)—presumably to generate good social order 

and to help make students fit for work in industrial employment—the modes of 

interaction inherent in the expert-directed, factory model of schooling necessarily 

generates a “hidden curriculum”20 that tends to inculcate such mores, irrespective of the 

motives of those who currently perpetuate it.  

Consider the problems of discipline and order required in the Chicago school 

described above. The teacher to student ratio is analogous to the problem faced by prison 

guards at Sing Sing. How is one to keep students in regular order and in conformity with 

 
20 Writing from a neo-Marxist perspective, Giroux & Penna (1979) provide an excellent overview of the 
idea of the hidden curriculum and provide suggestions for reform highly consonant with the argument 
presented in this chapter. See also Lillard (2019) for a discussion of the implications of cross cultural and 
cultural psychology for how we think about culture within schools.  
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the wishes of their teachers? One solution is to follow the same pattern as the wardens at 

Sing Sing: silence and continual busywork. One visitor in a New York public school 

observed of an early instantiation of this form of order: 

There were the hundreds of perfectly silent children, eyes fixed straight ahead, 
sitting ‘as regular as rows of machine-planted corn’…‘To manage successfully a 
hundred children, or even half that number, the teacher must reduce them as 
nearly as possible to a unit’ 

How did the teachers preserve such order in a school which included 
members of ‘many different social classes’? By keeping each child busy at a 
specific task every minute, by competition for that scarce commodity, praise, and 
by the ‘terror of degradation’. (p. 54) 

 
Many of the characteristics of schools we see today are a perpetuation of these 

ideas: age segregation, standardized tests, grading, uniform curriculum and schedules 

planned in advance, a system of extrinsic rewards and punishments, and students sitting 

silently in rows facing forward waiting to be told what to think and what to do.  

In the bureaucratic, teacher-centered classroom, as in a centrally planned 

economy, spontaneous activity must be suppressed as a potential disruptor of the plan to 

be executed by experts. Spontaneity must be frowned upon and regarded as naughtiness. 

Passivity, conformity, obedience to authority must be taught as fundamental virtues. The 

ideal of such a system is one in which, “every pupil appears to be in anxious waiting for 

the word of the teacher, and when issued it is promptly obeyed by the class” (Tyack, 

2003, p.51). Such dependence, passivity, and uniformity are qualities prized by the 

central planning autocrat. As Tocqueville (2000) writes, 

Every central government adores uniformity; uniformity spares it the examination 
of an infinity of details with which it would have to occupy itself if it were 
necessary to make a rule for men, instead of making all men pass indiscriminately 
under the same rule. (p.645) 
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Externally regulated order and discipline can create apparent order, especially in 

the short term, but such order is often traded off against the more complex internal and 

interpersonal order that can only be generated by spontaneous action, interaction, and 

discussion.  

Development of personal character and culture are similar in their bottom up 

complexity to economic development. Unfortunately, many people treat the classroom 

and the learning process analogously to how an armchair, blackboard economist might 

treat the economy. While the implausibility of using a top-down approach to planning an 

economy or to “exporting democracy” to a foreign country may be evident, many ignore 

the analogous problems faced by an educator when trying to “export” democracy or any 

other sophisticated body of ideas, values, or ethical behaviors to students in a classroom. 

While it is possible for the educator to create incentives for students to exhibit certain 

outward behaviors while he is watching them, and to reproduce canned responses to 

recitation questions, it is impossible to achieve a genuine embodiment of these attitudes, 

behaviors, or a sophisticated understanding of knowledge from outward incentives alone. 

Tocqueville (2000) believed that central authority can often achieve objectives 

more quickly and effectively in the short-run than systems that relied on decentralized 

initiative and responsibility. He thought such short-run gains, however, where traded off 

against the use of dispersed knowledge, motivation, initiative, and as written above, 

capabilities that tend to do an even better job in the long term (p.86-91). In a system of 

decentralized initiative and responsibility, “in the long term the general result of all the 

individual undertakings far exceeds what the government could do” (p.90). Although 
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intended to describe centralization of public administration in society at large and its 

effects, Tocqueville’s words, with my comments interspersed, apply perfectly to the form 

of order common in the modern classroom:  

Centralization [of the planning and activity of the classroom in the person of the 
teacher or in the bureaucracy he represents], it is true, easily succeeds in 
subjecting the external actions of man [students] to a certain uniformity [from 
apparently orderly physical behavior to performance on standardized tests] that in 
the end one loves for itself, independent of the things to which it applies, like 
those devotees who adore the statue [of silent, static students] forgetting the 
divinity that it represents [the inner life of learning, which the outward order is 
supposed to represent]. Centralization succeeds without difficulty in impressing a 
regular style on current affairs [student seated in rows looking forward, taking 
notes]; in skillfully regulating the details of social orderliness; in repressing slight 
disorders and small offenses [Johnny! Stop bothering him! Stop tapping that!]; in 
maintaining society in a status quo that is properly neither decadence nor 
progress; in keeping in the social body a sort of administrative somnolence 
[sleepy, but non-disruptive students] that administrators are accustomed to calling 
good order and public tranquility. It excels, in a word, at preventing [spontaneous 
activity and learning], not at doing. When it is a question of moving society 
profoundly or pressing it to a rapid advance [in a new understanding], its force 
abandons it. If its measures need the concurrence of individuals [initiative and 
cooperation by the learners in the learning process], one is then wholly surprised 
at the weakness of that immense machine [the weakness of the operose machine 
of bureaucratic, teacher-centered schooling to cultivate and utilize the capacity of 
students to problem solve and cooperate to understand or perform anything]; it 
finds itself suddenly reduced to impotence. [emphasis added] (2000, p.86) 
 
Tocqueville explicitly uses the metaphor of a “schoolmaster” to describe the form 

of centralized, bureaucratic administration that enervates and removes all responsibility 

from citizens under soft despotism (2000, p.662, 664, 692).21 He sees the form of 

 
21 In a note, Tocqueville (2000) quotes M. de Malesherbes from 1775 as using this word (tuteurs) to 
complain of the tendency of the French to over-govern by central power and then goes on to suggest the 
French tendency to centralize administration was brought to completion in the French Revolution (p.692). 
One might wonder whether he has French tuteurs or American teachers of one-room schoolhouses in mind 
or both when he compares the over controlling nature of bureaucratic centralization to a schoolmaster. 
Given what is said about one-room school houses above, it seems more probable that it is the first. But the 
aim of this chapter is not to uphold pre-Pregressive American schools. Instead, this chapter aims to show 
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centralized government constitutive of this soft despotism as “an immense tutelary 

power” which would oversee all aspects of the citizens lives, obstructing them with a 

network of innumerable, small rules, and removing all significant responsibility from 

them, reducing them to “nothing more than a herd of timid and industrious animals of 

which the government is the shepherd” (p. 663): “It would resemble paternal power if, 

like that, it had for its object to prepare men for manhood; but on the contrary, it seeks 

only to keep them fixed irrevocably in childhood” (p.663). The passivity promoted in the 

Sing Sing like classroom is perfectly in line with the form of Democratic Despotism 

Tocqueville feared. 

In his speech accepting New York State Teacher of the Year in 1991, John Taylor 

Gatto revealed some shocking elements of the hidden curriculum inherent in the one-size-

fits-all, externally enforced, and bureaucratic model of education: confusion, class 

position, indifference, extrinsic motivation, and that one’s life is and should be under 

constant surveillance. Finally, the public school teacher, according to Gatto, teaches 

intellectual dependency: 

Good students wait for a teacher to tell them what to do. This is the most 
important lesson of them all: we must wait for other people, better trained than 
ourselves, to make the meanings of our lives. The expert makes all the important 
choices; only I, the teacher, can determine what my kids must study, or rather, 
only the people who pay me can make those decisions, which I then 
enforce...We've built a way of life that depends on people doing what they are 
told because they don't know how to tell themselves what to do. (2003) 
 

 
parallels between over-controlling or over-helpful guardians in society and in the classroom and to the 
moral dangers inherent in both kinds of excessive guardianship. 
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Against many measures, the dominant form of modern schooling today is exactly 

what many of the educational reformers hoped to achieve. It may even be conceded that 

much of the knowledge and skills students learned in these environments have increased 

their productivity in certain kinds of employment, especially during an earlier era of 

industrial capitalism. The issue is, rather, that the mode of mass bureaucratic schooling 

developed in an era of Progressive centralization of public administration may undermine 

other qualities of character and culture required to sustain freedom in a democracy—

virtues, as the Ostrom’s would conceive of them, not of working efficiently within given 

rules and roles, but of being able to conceive of and construct understandings, rules, and 

roles for oneself in cooperation with others.  

To be autonomous, human beings must find themselves in environments that 

constantly invite them to respond to real problems and to communicate and problem 

solve with equals without recourse to a directing warden. Unfortunately, the pattern of 

schooling which sees the teacher as the only relevant agent and the student as the material 

on which the teacher acts has become the dominant culture of education, and people often 

cannot even imagine an alternative way of going about things.  

Models of Self-Government Within the School 

 Given that our experience with education is dominated by the top-down, 

bureaucratic and teacher-centered paradigm of schooling criticized in this chapter, it may 

be valuable to outline some paradigmatic alternatives.  

One set of alternatives can be characterized by what is known as “unschooling.” 

Unlike certain visions of homeschooling that import the structures of teacher-centered 
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schools into the home environment, in unschooling children pursue their own interests in 

the absence of any imposed curriculum. Unschoolers may go about planning their own 

activities independently, engaging in real-world learning activities, perhaps with the 

guidance of Grace Llewellyn’s (1998) The Teenage Liberation Handbook: How to Quit 

School and Get a Real Life and Education. But unschooling need not be an isolated or 

purely individual enterprise. Unschoolers can join learning clubs or even choose to enroll 

in learning centers or cooperatives.  

In unschooling environments like Sudbury Valley there is no set curriculum, no 

organized classes, no grades, and no tests. Nor are students age segregated. The staff act 

as common sense adults in the environment and may be resources and learning 

consultants for the students, but try not to push students into any form of learning or 

activity over any other. Students are expected to be responsible for themselves and their 

school, which includes not being disruptive to other students. Rather than being told what 

to do, students practice initiating their own activity or persuading others to engage with 

them, and experience the consequences of their attempts. They practice being self-

motivated and experience intrinsic feedback.  

Sudbury schools are also democratically managed. All community members have 

an equal vote in running the school. Parents join students and staff in a general assembly 

to deal with large policy issues, such as decisions about the school budget. Running day 

to day activities is left to students and staff members through a School Meeting, in which 

students experiment with governing themselves by making “laws” for themselves and 

each other. 
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Unschooling can preserve initiative and promote self-governance and autonomy 

of the individual. Because they are democratically governed, unschooling environments 

like Sudbury schools can also provide experience in democratic self-governance in 

society similar to the township and civic associations Tocqueville admired. There 

students can experience challenges of living with others outside of the family, participate 

in the creation of rules, running of meetings, and of managing common resources while 

preserving the general spirit of “liberty and responsibility.” Daily experience of such 

democratic forms, and accompanying discussions of the proper role of government in 

preserving freedom and managing common resources, can give students—who choose to 

participate—a deep moral education in the practice of Tocquevillian self-governance.  

While unschooling can be far superior to inculcation to the mores of bureaucratic, 

teacher-centered schooling, it may not be ideal. That the learner is the most important 

agent in his or her own learning and development and must be treated as such does not 

imply there is no role for a conscious art of education. One cannot expect people to 

pursue knowledge they are not exposed to or to possess virtues they have never practiced 

or seen modelled. It is desirable that educators encourage certain qualities of culture, 

skills, habits, standards of thought and action—not the least the sciences and arts of 

association described above. Repetition and regurgitation of slogans cannot be the mortar 

of a society of free and virtuous persons. But neither is there any reason to believe that 

entirely spontaneous interactions alone will tend to lead to the knowledge and mores 

required for a Tocquevillian vision of society. Tocqueville certainly believed the 

perpetuation of self-government could not be abandoned to the natural course of things, 
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but needed to be achieved through art (p.645). Instead, education for such a society must 

involve a cultivation of cultures in which intellectual and moral virtues are practiced and 

rewarded with authentic social esteem and intrinsic awareness of one’s own growth in 

virtue. Much of the success of unschooling in cultivating educated people relies 

implicitly on young people interacting with adults who model certain qualities of culture. 

But can there be an art of cultivating and modeling such desirable cultures more 

consistently?  

Two models of pedagogy, which combine the spirit of freedom and responsibility 

of unschooling with the conscious attempt to cultivate forms of knowledge and 

intellectual and moral virtues conducive to a society of free and responsible persons, are 

Montessori and Socratic Practice.  

Montessori education emphasizes student choice, self-direction, peer learning, 

and intrinsic motivation within a prepared environment (Lillard, 2019, 2015). As in 

unschooling, Montessori students are free to move around, interact, and choose their own 

activities within limits. They also make constitutional rules for themselves and engage in 

group problem solving and conflict resolution. But rather than merely leaving children to 

themselves, Montessori environments include an established array of learning materials 

and activities found by experiment to attract children’s attention and induce periods of 

deep, intense focus and concentrated learning. Students are organized into multi-age 

groupings to allow for peer learning and teaching corresponding to three-year periods of 

development (3-6, 6-9, etc.) and are provided with developmentally appropriate physical 

and social environments to help them practice being independent.  
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The role of the adult in these schools is that of a largely non-interfering guide, 

who prepares the rich environment of possible learning activities, offers lessons to 

individuals or small groups of students introducing them to concepts and materials to 

explore, and to help students discover things to learn about. Montessori guides do not 

reward, punish, or correct children, but help create processes by which learners evaluate 

themselves and tend to discover and to want to correct their own errors. Montessori 

materials and activities provide a rough sequence in which earlier stages of learning 

facilitate the next, and are intended to facilitate certain kinds of learning, from gross and 

fine motor skills and sensory acuity, to reading and writing, to mathematics and science, 

to, say, economics, more consistently and systematically than can be expected from 

purely accidental and unguided activity.  

In addition to superior academic outcomes, students admitted to Montessori 

public schools after applying and being chosen by lottery performed better on indicators 

of executive function (which undergirds self-control and self-regulation) as well as social 

cognition and social competence than students who applied but were not admitted 

(Lillard et al., 2017; Lillard 2019). One of the indicators of social competence used is 

particularly interesting for the argument of this chapter: 

Social competence was measured more directly with stories from the Rubin’s 
Social Problem-Solving Test - Revised (Rubin, 1988); a different story was used 
each year, and scoring was modified to home in on the maturity of social 
competence revealed in children’s responses. In these stories, one child has a 
coveted resource (like a swing) that another child really wants, and children need 
to come up with strategies the focal child could use to obtain the resource; 
responses like “I would ask her to share for 10 min then she could have it for 10 
more minutes” are considered highly competent, whereas “I’d tell the teacher” or 
“I’d say please, please, please” are not. (Lillard et al., 2017) 
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Montessori environments at higher levels also involve students in low and high ropes 

cooperative activities, in collective planning of complex activities like running a business 

or designing and executing class trips, and in involvement in service learning 

volunteerism and internships outside of the classroom. 

Highly complementary to Montessori, especially at the middle, high school, and 

college levels, is a pedagogical approach called “Socratic Practice,” articulated by 

Michael Strong (1996) in his book The Habit of Thought: From Socratic Seminars to 

Socratic Practice. In Socratic Practice students practice virtues of intellectual and moral 

autonomy on a daily basis by working together to make meaning of conceptually 

difficult, but rewarding texts.22 In Socratic Practice, students face each other in a circle, 

ask questions of the text and of each other, make hypotheses about what the text means, 

and exchange reasons and evidence for their claims. The texts present novel conceptual 

worlds that help students think more deeply and more clearly about topics they tend to 

care about: What is just? What is real? What are the proper roles of conformity vs. 

individuality? How should I live my life? They also spend a significant amount of 

conversation connecting the ideas and issues of the text to their lives to give energy to 

their conversations and make meaning of the texts in question. 

In Socratic Practice, the guide does not tell students what to think or how to 

interpret the text, but may ask questions that reveal interesting points to be explored or 

even coach students in learning strategies to be able to figure out what the text is saying. 

 
22 Although the central model of Socratic Practice is to practice making meaning of difficult verbal texts, 
the subject can include anything from a painting, to a movie, a cooperative game, a mathematical proof or 
scientific experiment, to the internal workings of a machine. 
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Socratic Practice should not be confused with “Socratic” conversations in which the 

teacher has a definite conclusion in mind he wants the students to reach and tries to get 

them there with clever or manipulative questions. Nor should Socratic Practice be 

confused with conversations in which people merely express unexamined or 

unquestioned opinions or where “all opinions are equal.” While open ended, Socratic 

Practice is task oriented. Participants are expected to support their assertions with 

argument and use reason and evidence from the text to discipline their own and others’ 

interpretations and judgments. In a Tocquevillian spirit, the guide creates an environment 

that helps students discover their own individual weakness in the face of the task (making 

sense of a difficult text) and the need to collaborate to figure it out. “Sentiments and ideas 

renew themselves, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed...by the 

reciprocal action of men upon one another” (Tocqueville, 2000, p. 491).  

Finally, unlike many forms of classroom conversation, Socratic Practice students 

engage in systematic reflection on the dynamics of their group process and generate an 

evolving set of norms and rules for themselves. Students are constantly invited to 

practice, reflect on, and refine the intellectual and moral habits conducive to reasoned, 

shared-inquiry dialogue. Regular debriefs about their attempts to reason clearly together 

and to cooperate invite students to try to make the hidden curriculum of the culture in 

their environment explicit. They reflect on their experiences in order to continually 

reformulate norms and standards for themselves based on what tends to facilitate and 

what tends to frustrate productive conversation and cooperation. 
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Ultimately, Socratic Practice is the daily modeling and practice of a certain 

idealized culture of inquiry in which people cooperate with equals in a common search 

for standards of truth, beauty, and the good. 

Socratic Practice is a means of passing on the foundations of the Western 
intellectual tradition: Socratic inquiry as a way of life and Socratic dialogue as a 
norm of social interactions…As Socratic dialogue becomes the norm of 
interaction, people may learn to create authentic communities which are 
consistent with democracy and intellectual progress. (p. 34) 
 
Socratic Practice thus fits Vincent Ostrom’s (1997) notion that resisting 

democratic despotism requires the common pursuit of ideals and solutions that transcend 

strategic pursuit of any narrow, preconceived idea of self-interest. Ostrom thinks that, 

“Civic education broadly construed is concerned with developing a culture of inquiry” 

(p.219). 

Montessori and Socratic Practice guides are the opposite of Tocqueville’s 

“schoolmasters” who rob students of responsibility and initiates a vicious cycle leading to 

democratic despotism. Rather than robbing students of responsibility, Montessori and 

Socratic Practice guides continually invite students to identify the resources available to 

them and to use their own judgment to solve their own problems, to be autonomous, to 

make rules for themselves and reflect on the consequences of their actions, while 

providing an environment that invites them to explore the elements of culture that may be 

valuable to progress in human life and civilization.  

Montessori and Socratic Practice can often be seen as investments in student 

attitudes and skills that must be traded off against “covering content” early on. But with 

time, students versed in self-direction and the skills of Socratic Practice tend to 
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demonstrate greater skills, self-motivation, and ability to work together without an 

intellectual authority to understand any text, lecture, or to explore any question. Such 

attitudes and abilities greatly facilitate the transfer of content later on (p.14, 21). In 

contrast to the hidden curriculum described by Gatto above, Strong (1996) writes,  

Once learners understand the learning process as a matter of constructing their 
own meaning, acquiring knowledge becomes a fundamentally different process. 
At present, students experience school as a situation in which they try to 
incorporate someone else’s ideas into their existing understanding by means of 
memory...[But] As individuals construct their own understanding, instead of 
accepting the understandings provided by authorities, they find themselves in 
dialogue with all texts, all ideas, all experience, all of reality. This is empowering, 
exciting, invigorating work. (14) 

 

Pedagogy as Part of a Tocquevillian Political Economy  

The Prisoner’s Dilemma illustrates how self-seeking, strategic conduct can lead to 

tragedies unless the power of human intelligence, cooperation, and virtue can be called 

upon to transcend the constraints leading to such social dilemmas (V. Ostrom, 2014, 

p.251). Yet orthodox economic reasoning too often constraints itself to a core model of 

instrumentally rational agents (automata) trapped within a framework of given 

preferences, given means, and given rules. One might describe such agents as “rational 

fools” (Sen, 1977) incapable of learning beyond the acquisition of information. 

Intelligent political economy, as Vincent Ostrom conceived it, however, must push the 

envelope of non-market decision making to include forms of epistemic choice that 

transcend the narrow forms of strategic behavior that result in social dilemmas (p.243).  

[if] other aspects of the political economy of life are excluded from the focal 
attention of inquiry and swept into the background…If attention is given only to 
preferences, there is a danger that the ‘whole moral and intellectual condition of a 
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people’ will be reduced to ‘intellectual dust’, as Tocqueville asserted. (V. Ostrom, 
2014, 252)  
 
Similarly, Elinor Ostrom expressed that she wished to address her science, not to 

the metaphor of prisoners trapped in a dilemma, but as individuals capable of talking, 

cooperating, and changing the rules under which they are governed (2015, p.6-7). 

Ostrom’s metaphor, of course, parallels the distinction between the forms of life 

Tocqueville observed in Sing Sing and associational life in America, respectively. 

Educators interested in Tocquevillian self-governance might revolutionize how pedagogy 

is conceived in analogous terms. 

Tocqueville’s and the Ostroms’s vision of political economy suggests the need for 

a liberal education of human intelligence, language, communication, truth seeking and 

cooperation that transcends mere obedience to experts, memorization, and strategic 

behavior within given rules. Such an education must cultivate the intellectual and moral 

virtues that promote initiative, inquiry, sympathy, and peer communication and 

cooperation beyond a preconceived self-seeking and narrow sense of rationality—not 

only through reforming the content of education to include the ethics, economics, and 

political science needed for self-governance, but also through the modes of interaction 

practiced within the little model society of the classroom itself.  
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CHAPTER THREE: HIS MEMORY HAS MISLED HIM? TWO SUPPOSED 
ERRORS IN ADAM SMITH’S THEORY OF MORAL SENTIMENTS23 

Introduction 

D.D. Raphael and A. L. Macfie, the editors of the Glasgow Edition of The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments (referred to as TMS in this paper), document numerous errors Adam 

Smith makes throughout that text. They often attribute the errors to memory lapses by 

Smith: “Smith’s memory has misled him.” Sometimes the error is a misquotation (Smith, 

1982a, pp. 102 n.5, 259 n.34), sometimes it is an error of reference (242 n.9, 253 n.27, 

322 n.1), sometimes they speculate about what Smith may have been alluding to and then 

argue that his allusions may be confused, conflated, or misremembered (14 n.1, 44 n.1, 

242 n.9, 253 n.27, 254 n.30). 

We build on the work done by Raphael and Macfie to examine two of these 

supposed errors to evaluate the degree to which they might have been deliberate and 

esoteric in nature. The first involves incorrectly substituting Parmenides for Antimachus 

into a story Cicero relates in his work Brutus, a story in which the only remaining auditor 

is Plato. The second involves the inclusion of Ulysses in a list of individuals Cicero gives 

in De Officiis. Both cases derive from texts by Cicero. 

In his work Philosophy Between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing, 

Arthur Melzer explains that “implausible blunders,” “errors of fact,” and “misquotations” 

have been common techniques of esoteric writing (Melzer, 2014, p.55). As he explains, 

 
23 This chapter was coauthored with Jon Murphy. 
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however, the idea of demonstrating esotericism is problematic, since presenting hidden 

meanings in a way that can be revealed demonstratively may vitiate any purpose one 

might have in writing esoterically in the first place (Melzer, 2014). Our goal is to present 

the two errors we examine clearly, analyze them, and point to interesting aspects, not to 

insist that the errors are deliberate and esoteric. In each case, we comment on the 

likelihood Smith made the putative error by accident (that it was, for instance, a genuine 

lapse of memory), the likelihood that the error would be noticed by a superior reader, and 

possible meanings Smith may have intended, or motives Smith may have had, if he did 

make the error deliberately. 

When we discuss the “superior reader,” we mean one of those readers who “love 

to think, those who, from an early age, could always be heard to say ‘now wait…don’t 

tell me’” (Melzer, 2014, p. 220).  The superior reader is one who can recognize a puzzle 

and is tantalized by it. He wants to solve it himself rather than simply being handed the 

answer by the author.  If the author is writing esoterically, he wants the superior reader to 

be rewarded with the puzzle’s completion through the reader’s skill.  It creates a “friendly 

witness” for the author (ibid).  The superior reader is one who: 1) recognizes a puzzle has 

been placed before him, 2) is enticed to solve said puzzle to get the underlying message, 

and 3) is able to solve the puzzle for himself. 

In evaluating the likelihood of deliberateness, it may be valuable, firstly, to tally 

the instances in which Raphael and Macfie believe Smith misremembers or misrepresents 

a work he alludes to or cites.24 We count 33 instances in all. A majority, 21 out of the 33 

 
24 An Excel file documenting these errors is available upon request. 
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(63.6%), are concentrated in Parts VI and VII, which account for just 37.7% of the pages 

in the book. Fourteen of these errors (42.4%) appeared in the 6th edition for the first time. 

That the two supposed errors we examine are among these 14 may lead to a general 

suspicion that the errors resulted, first, from Smith’s rush to finish the 6th edition, 

published just a few weeks prior to his death (Smith, 1982a, p. Intro. 34), and, second, 

from the fact that Smith’s death precluded the possibility of correcting these errors in 

further editions.  

Raphael and Macfie also provide a 32-page appendix in which they catalogue 

minor alterations and errata Smith made throughout the editions. Each page consists of 40 

to 50 entries of such alterations, the whole appendix, therefore, lists approximately 1440 

“minor variants.” These variants consist mostly of changes of spelling, capitalization, and 

punctuation. There are also variants in phraseology. There does not appear in this list any 

correction of an error of reference. In the 33 footnotes referred to above, however, 

Raphael and Macfie do catalogue several such cases that may be of interest.  

First, Smith misquotes Cardinal Retz and Samuel Butler and misattributes 

philosophical ideas to Hume and Hutcheson. Given that none of these errors appeared in 

the 6th edition for the first time, Smith had opportunity to edit them, but did not, which 

may indicate either that he found the errors relatively unimportant to alter or, more 

interestingly, that he was using these thinkers as useful though perhaps misleading foils 

against which he could contrast his own philosophy. Matson et al. (2019), in fact, argue 

just this regarding Smith’s mis-characterizations of Hume in Part IV of TMS.  
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Second, when discussing historical episodes of suicide, Smith makes erroneous 

claims regarding the deaths of four historical figures (Smith, 1982a, pp. 284-286). He 

conflates two Greeks with similar sounding names and mis-identifies the form of death of 

the other three.  

Third, he describes an ancient Scottish law, which, according to Raphael and 

Macfie, never existed (Smith, 1982a, p. 100.4). The remaining 27 footnotes consist of 

Raphael and Macfie speculating as to what Smith is referring to. In these cases they either 

cannot find the reference at all, or suggest that Smith has made a mistake on the 

assumption that they have identified the relevant reference.  

Lastly, Smith removed a reference to La Rochefoucauld that he had earlier 

coupled with Mandeville and his “licentious system” (ibid, pp. 127n.12, 308-309 n.1). 

But this case seems, rather, to be a matter of interpreting the whole tenor of La 

Rochefoucauld differently, and accommodating a friendly descendant, rather than a 

mistake of reference (Smith, 1987 p. 233 n.4). 

Next, we should note cases where Smith expresses opposition to leading people 

astray and to writing with a hidden, double doctrine. First, in his discussion of prudence, 

Smith writes:  

The prudent man is always sincere, and he feels horror at the very thought of 
exposing himself to the disgrace which attends upon the detection of falsehood. 
But though always sincere, he is not always frank and open; and though he never 
tells any thing but the truth, he does not always think himself bound, when not 
properly called upon, to tell the whole truth. (Smith, 1982a, p. 214.8) 
 
Second, Smith writes that we are often mortified to lead others astray as a result 

of our own error, since it reveals some want of judgment. But he writes, “The man who 
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sometimes misleads from mistake, however, is widely different from him who is capable 

of wilfully deceiving. The former may safely be trusted upon many occasions; the latter 

very seldom upon any” (Smith, 1982a, p. 337.27). 

Third, in discussing the value of frankness and openness Smith continues, that 

they generate trust and confidence in others, while concealment results in the opposite: 

We trust the man who seems willing to trust us. We see clearly, we think, the road 
by which he means to conduct us, and we abandon ourselves with pleasure to his 
guidance and direction. Reserve and concealment, on the contrary, call forth 
diffidence. We are afraid to follow the man who is going we do not know where. 
The great pleasure of conversation and society, besides arises from a certain 
correspondence of sentiments and opinions, from a certain harmony of 
minds....But this most delightful harmony cannot be obtained unless there is a free 
communication of sentiments and opinions. (Smith, 1982a, 337.28) 

 

Lastly, in a very unusual and exceedingly long footnote in his essay on the 

“History of Astronomy,” Smith writes that it is a “strange fancy” to imagine that in 

Plato’s writings, “there was a double doctrine; and that they were intended to seem to 

mean one thing, while at bottom they meant a very different, which the writings of no 

man in his senses ever were, or ever could be intended to do” (Smith, 1982b p.122, 

Smith’s footnote). In fact, Melzer counts Smith’s comments here to be one major 

exception to the belief, common in Smith’s time, that many sensible writers had, indeed, 

employed esoteric writing to do just what Smith denies (Melzer, 2014, p.28).25  

We should finally note that Smith had an impressive knowledge of classical 

literature—a knowledge that was “far from being ornamental” (Scott, 1939, p. 3). He 

“learnt very many passages by heart,” which “till the end of his life, he could quote freely 

 
25 For more nuance on Smith’s probable views on esoteric writing, see also Melzer’s footnotes 44 and 45. 
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from memory” in competition, for instance, with his colleague at the customs-house, 

James Edgar (Scott, 1939, p. 5 and Vivenza, 2001, p.1). Smith had an especially close 

familiarity with Cicero (Vivenza, 2001, pp. 1-7), and that Smith could expect similarly 

cultivated contemporaries to share this familiarity supports the notion that Smith could 

use allusions to such literature to alert superior readers to puzzles via intentional 

mistakes. As Scott points out, on the other hand, Smith’s close familiarity with classical 

works also occasionally led Smith to write “titles of books or passages from [memory] 

without verification,” capturing the sense accurately, but failing to be “textually 

accurate.” It is, therefore, entirely possible that Smith’s familiarity with the passages we 

discuss led him to err unintentionally, either from overconfidence, or because he was 

concerned primarily with accuracy of sense and not with reproducing the original text 

(Scott, 1937, p.5). 

Yet Smith considered himself a careful writer. Despite ill health, he wanted to 

leave TMS in the most perfect form he could before he died. In describing his “intense 

application” to drafting the 6th Edition of TMS in a letter to Thomas Cadell, Smith wrote 

that he took great care to craft every line of TMS to his satisfaction: 

As I consider my tenure of this life as extremely precarious...the best thing, I 
think, I can do is leave those [works] I have already published in the best and 
most perfect state behind me.  I am a slow a very slow workman, who do and 
undo everything I write at least half a dozen of times before I can be tolerably 
pleased with it…. (Smith, 1987, pp. 310-311) 
 

We think a proper respect to Smith as a thinker and writer, therefore, invites us to 

consider the possibility that the two supposed errors we examine below were not 

instances of Homer nodding.  
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Upon examination, we come to the conclusion there is good reason to suspect the 

first supposed error is esoteric, while the second supposed error is no error of Smith’s at 

all, but rather an error of interpretation by Raphael and Macfie. The contributions of this 

paper, therefore, are, first, to explicate the nature of a curious error in Smith that may be 

esoteric, and second, to correct an error of interpretation of Smith by Raphael and Macfie 

that deals with the question of when it is proper to dissimulate. Finally, as it deals with 

Smith’s views on when it might be appropriate to dissimulate in cases of self-defense and 

just revenge, our discussion of the second error helps to shed light on Smith’s probable 

attitude toward defensive esotericism.  

The First Supposed Error: Parmenides and Plato 

In Part VI, Section III, in responding to a possible misinterpretation of his theory of 

sympathy—that it promotes praise and the “applause of the multitude” as the standard of 

praiseworthiness—Smith writes: 

To a real wise man the judicious and well-weighed approbation of a single wise 
man, gives more heartfelt satisfaction than all the noisy applauses of ten thousand 
ignorant though enthusiastic admirers. 
 

He continues by telling a tale: 

He [the real wise man] may say with Parmenides, who, upon reading a 
philosophical discourse before a public assembly at Athens, and observing, that, 
except Plato, the whole company had left him, continued, notwithstanding, to read 
on, and said that Plato alone was audience sufficient for him. (Smith, 1982a, p. 
253.31) 

 

One glaring problem is, there never could have been such a meeting and Smith would 

have known that. In their footnote, Raphael and Macfie write: 
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Smith's memory has misled him. Cicero, Brutus, li.91, tells the story about 
Antimachus reading a long poem before an audience that eventually consisted 
only of Plato. The philosopher Parmenides (even if in his old age he met the 
young Socrates, as Plato's dialogue Parmenides supposes) must have died before 
Plato was born. (Smith, 1982a, p. 253 n.27) 
 

Smith’s thus makes two changes to the story: he substitutes Parmenides for Antimachus 

and “a philosophical discourse” for a poem.26 (See Appendix 1 for the relevant passage 

from Cicero's Brutus.) 

It seems unlikely to us Smith would have made this error of mistaken identity. 

Anyone moderately familiar with Plato and Parmenides and their contexts would be 

struck by the incongruity of the story, if he were to stop to think about it.  

Plato’s dialogue Parmenides is interpreted to place Parmenides’ birth at 515 BCE; 

Diogenes Laertius gives an even earlier date (540 BCE) (Kirk, Raven, & Schofield, 1983, 

p. 240). Using Plato’s dialogue as the more conservative figure, and given Plato was born 

in 427 BCE, Parmenides would have been born 88 years prior to Plato. Figuring Plato 

would have to be 20 years old at least for Parmenides to have been able to consider him a 

worthy judge, Smith’s rendition would have made Parmenides, as he addressed Plato, at 

least 108 years old.  

 
26 We thank an anonymous reviewer who pointed out that Raphael and Macfie err in their footnote: the 
Brutus quotation comes from section 191, not 91. The same reviewer also made the useful point that  
Parmenides’ famous “philosophical discourse”, The Way of Truth and the Way of Appearance, was 
composed in the form of a poem, making Smith’s latter change from Cicero’s story more a matter of 
emphasis than an error. 
 
 
 



78 
 

An analogous experience for a modern reader would be if someone were to write 

that Adam Smith lectured to J. S. Mill and found Mill to be a worthy judge of Smith’s 

own work! A general reader might miss the implausibility of such an episode, but 

someone aware of the history of political economy and philosophy would know that such 

a meeting could not have happened. (In fact, Smith and Mill were closer in age than Plato 

and Parmenides—a difference of 83 years versus 88). 

That Smith would have been aware of the generational gap between Parmenides 

and Plato should be evident from the general erudition in philosophy and classical 

literature manifest throughout his writings. Smith not only possessed three complete 

works of Plato in his library, he also owned a stand-alone edition of Plato’s Parmenides 

in Latin (Platonis Parmenidis), which may indicate a special interest in that dialogue and 

perhaps a particular familiarity with it (Mizuta, 1967). The Parmenides dialogue of Plato 

is one of the chief sources on Parmenides, and it is a very unusual dialogue, in that it 

gives Parmenides the senior and leading role usually given to Socrates, and Socrates the 

role of fledgling. Knowledge of Parmenides comes inseparably with knowledge that he 

was much senior to Socrates, and hence could never have lectured to Plato.  

It might be argued that Smith may have used Plato’s name as synonymous with 

that of Socrates, who is reported to have met Parmenides in Plato’s dialogue. There is no 

evidence of Smith doing this elsewhere in his writings, however. General references to 

Socrates’ dialogues or philosophy appear five times in Smith’s writings: once in the 

Lectures on Jurisprudence (Smith, 1982c, p. 123.138), twice in the Essays on 

Philosophical Subjects (Smith, 1982b, pp. 53.6 and 124.3), once in the Lectures on 
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Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (Smith, 1985, pp. 59-60.146), and once in TMS (Smith, 

1982a, p. 251.28, see also footnote 14 on the same page).  In each case, Smith explicitly 

distinguishes Socrates from Plato, using language such as the following: “Socrates in 

Plato is always made to say: having considered this thing, we are next to consider such 

another thing” (Smith, 1985, p. 60.146). Similarly, when referring to Plato, he does not 

seem to conflate Plato with Socrates.  

Irrespective of Smith’s familiarity with this particular dialogue of Plato, it would 

be bizarre for Smith to be ignorant of the generational gap between Parmenides and 

Plato, given that he was a professor of moral philosophy. Smith explicitly writes in his 

History of Astronomy in the section on “The Origin of Philosophy” that Parmenides was 

one of the “antesocratic sages,” showing he was aware that Parmenides preceded 

Socrates, and also that Plato was of “the school of Socrates” indicating his awareness that 

Socrates was of a prior generation to Plato (Smith, 1982b, p. 53.6).  

Another possible explanation, again, is that Smith simply made an unwitting 

mistake.  In the paragraph immediately following the Parmenides story, Smith has 

another case of mistaken identity. As an illustration of a point on excessive self-

estimation, Smith tells the story of the Macedonian general Parmenio who served under 

Philip and Alexander the Great.  Smith tells us of a quote by Philip: “Let us drink, my 

friends, we may do it with safety, for Parmenio never drinks” (Smith, 1982a, p. 254.32). 

In their footnote to this sentence, Raphael and Macfie write: “Smith’s memory has misled 

him. He seems to be conflating two similar remarks made by Philip, not about 

Parmenion, but about another one of his generals, Antipater” (ibid., n.30).   
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With this instance of a second error of mistaken identity shortly after the first, one 

might conclude this section was written in haste by Smith and there was not time to check 

his work as thoroughly as he might.  Such an explanation is reasonable, but we think not 

as likely. The only similarity between these two errors is they are errors of mistaken 

identity. The oddity of the errors is not of the same order. Both Antipater and Parmenion 

existed at the same time: they were colleagues in the same army. Undoubtedly, they 

repeatedly show up in the same stories.  To mistake one for the other would not be 

unusual. However, to mistake Parmenides and Antimachus in this story, is a much 

stranger error because of the timeline. Again, Parmenides and Plato were more than a 

generation apart, and Smith had elsewhere referred to Parmenides as an “antesocratic” 

sage. 

For these same reasons, it is likely this error would be caught by someone Smith 

would have considered a superior reader.27 As Vivenza points out in her assessment of 

Adam Smith and the classics, during Smith’s time, “classical culture was the common 

heritage of all cultivated individuals” who would be expected to recognize various 

allusions without modern standards of quotation or citation (Vivenza, 2001, p.2 n.5). 

Hutcheson, for instance, stated that “the educated reader would have been able to tell at 

once how much of his work was garnered from other sources, from Cicero and from 

 
27  To our minds, Wightman and Bryce’s (1982, p. 26) argument that Smith’s contemporaries would have 
been less knowledgeable about the substance of Greek literature than were Humanist scholars of three 
centuries prior, does not bear directly on this claim. Nor does Vivenza’s (2001, p.7) point that, while Smith 
had engaged in “a systematic, first-hand reading of Cicero,” he lacked knowledge of Plato and Aristotle in 
the original Greek. Again, the kind of knowledge required on the part of Smith and his readers is not a deep 
familiarity with the details of Greek texts in their original, but with general knowledge of the gap in 
Parmenides’ and Plato’s ages in general or a familiarity with Cicero, a well-known Latin scholar, in 
particular.  
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Aristotle” (ibid.). Smith’s “vast knowledge of the history of rhetoric and of literature was 

much admired” by his contemporaries; they would most likely have shared Griswold’s 

view that “[a]ny connections between his rhetoric and the views he wished to 

communicate should be taken as deliberately crafted on his part” (1999, p.43). 

But crucial to assessing whether the Parmenides error was deliberate is the matter 

of motive. What might have been Smith’s motive for deliberately substituting in 

Parmenides for Antimachus? The story illustrates the contrast between the approval of an 

undiscerning crowd and a discerning individual. Smith’s moral and aesthetic theory 

emphasizes the idea that man wants, not only to be approved of, but to be worthy of 

approval. And this worthiness is measured, not by the approval of just anyone, but by the 

approval of a wise, informed, and impartial spectator. It is not the actual approval of any 

living man that we most deeply desire. Rather, the wise man wants to be thought worthy 

by the best judges, those who would or ought to approve of our work, conduct, and 

character.  

In the relevant passage from Brutus, Cicero is discussing the various natures of 

messages to audiences. Antimachus’ poem, he states, is for Plato rather than the masses 

because “a poem full of obscure allusions can from its nature only win the approbation of 

the few; an oration meant for a general public must aim to win the assent of the throng” 

(Cicero, 1939, p. 163.  Emphasis added. See Appendix 1 for the full quotation). By 

highlighting, incorrectly—and in his own obscure allusion to a passage from Cicero—the 

first part of the story (Antimachus reading the poem) but not the second part (why and 

from whom the poem deserves approbation), Smith may be signaling to the superior 



82 
 

reader to consider the allusions of Smith’s own writing and ask the question: Whom is 

Smith writing for? The assent of the throng, or the approbation of the few? Who really is 

the wise man? 

Smith’s substitution presents Parmenides’ work as being judged by Plato, the 

judge that Parmenides would most approve of being approved by, despite the fact that 

Parmenides could not have actually known Plato. By choosing a judge out of time, Smith 

could indicate that the best and most ideal judges of our lives and work, those against 

whose judgment we should seek to judge ourselves, may have come before us, or may 

judge us after we are gone. 

We find it compelling to think Smith viewed Plato as exemplary of the kind of 

wise spectator he would wish to judge his own philosophical work. Smith shows great 

admiration for Plato throughout TMS (e.g. pp. 210, 270).28 That Smith would associate 

Plato’s name with the model of the best judge is manifest in his discussion of the three 

senses of justice (Smith, 1982a, pp. 269-270.10). After discussing commutative and 

distributive justice, Smith discusses a third sense of the word, which Klein (Klein, 

Forthcoming) calls “estimative justice.” Such justice consists in: 

valu[ing] any particular object [such as an action, a poem, or a philosophical tract] 
with that degree of esteem, or to pursue it with that degree of ardour which to the 
impartial spectator it may appear to deserved or to be naturally fitted for 
exciting....In this sense, what is called justice means the same thing with exact and 
perfect propriety of conduct and behavior. 

 

 
28 In a long footnote in his History of Ancient Logics and Metaphysics (EPS 121-123n.), Smith exoterically 
says that Aristotle is “much superior” to Plato in everything but eloquence and appears, again, to reject the 
whole concept of esotericism. We are unsure what to make of this footnote. It could itself, of course, 
contain an esoteric meaning. 
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Smith associates this last form of justice above all with the name Plato: “It is in this last 

sense that Plato evidently understands what he calls justice, and which, therefore, 

according to him, comprehends in it the perfection of every sort of virtue.” Smith goes so 

far as to claim that Plato’s account of virtue “coincides in every respect with what we 

have said above [in The Theory of Moral Sentiments] concerning the propriety of 

conduct” (Smith, 1982a, p. 270.11).  

Plato’s exalted position in the history of philosophy and in Smith’s own 

estimation, his wisdom, and his eloquence, make him an excellent representative of the 

impartial spectator for Smith, and a natural symbol for such a wise judge, wherever and 

whenever he might be in eternity’s coordinates. Just as a reader of Smith might ask “what 

would Smith do?” Smith might have asked himself “What would Plato do?” That Smith 

substitutes a philosopher (Parmenides) and a philosophical discourse as the object 

estimated by Plato in the story supports the idea that Smith intended the story to draw 

special attention to his own philosophical work as the object for estimation, punctuating 

his abstract discussion of that idea. 

         Beyond expressing this revelation of his admiration for Plato, and his hope that 

Plato would judge his work worthy, Smith’s story speaks to his desire to write for the 

ages and to speak to the most worthy judges of his writing, not only those from his own 

time, but after he is gone. Intentionally creating this incongruity would allow Smith to 

wink to a superior reader—a reader who read Smith’s work with care and attention and 

who possessed the requisite knowledge to see the incongruity—that Smith cared for her 

judgment more than for that of those who would simply pass by such an error from 
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ignorance or inattention. It would communicate to such a reader a deep longing to 

connect with other such superior readers as his judge, illustrating the very message Smith 

is trying to communicate in this part of TMS. 

The Second Supposed Error: Ulysses and Solon 

The second supposed error appears in Part VI, Section III. After discussing how self-

command can be used in different ways, Smith lists cases in which people of “no 

contemptible judgment” have admired the strength of mind required for dissimulation of 

one’s true intent in times of “great provocation”: 

The dissimulation of Catharine of Medicis is often celebrated by the profound 
historian Davila; that of Lord Digby, afterwards, Earl of Bristol, by the grave and 
conscientious Lord Clarendon; that of the first Ashley Earl of Shaftsbury, by the 
judicious Mr. Locke. 
 

Smith then discusses how Cicero estimates such deceitful character and the examples 

Cicero gives: 

Even Cicero seems to consider this deceitful character, not indeed as of the 
highest dignity, but as not unsuitable to a certain flexibility of manners, which, he 
thinks, may, not withstanding, be, upon the whole, both agreeable and 
respectable. He exemplifies it by the characters of Homer’s Ulysses, of the 
Athenian Themistocles, of the Spartan Lysander, and of the Roman Marcus 
Crassus. (Smith, 1982a, p. 241.12) 
  

The apparent error here is that Smith has inserted Ulysses into Cicero’s list of exemplars 

of a principle, where Cicero does not exactly refer to him. (See Appendix 2 for the 

relevant passage from Cicero's De Officiis, or On Duties.) 

As Raphael and Macfie note, Smith is referring to a passage in De Officiis 

(I.xxx.107-9) in which Cicero, “discussing general and particular propriety, distinguishes 
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between universal and individual human characters” (TMS 1982a, 241, n.9). These two 

“characters” refer to the nature or roles we share as human beings in general and to our 

particular nature and roles as individuals, respectively. It implies that certain acts and 

qualities of character are proper to all, while others are proper to individuals in varying 

degrees. Smith’s “flexibility of manners” refers, presumably, to the particularity of what 

the impartial spectator would find most proper in each instance in light of the particular 

personalities and circumstances of the situation. As Cicero writes, “There are 

innumerable other dissimilarities of nature and customs, which nonetheless must not be 

condemned in the least” (Cicero, 2016, p. 67). Dissimulation may, therefore, sometimes 

be proper in certain circumstances to certain degrees. 

It is in the context of discussing the contingent propriety of dissimulation that 

Smith inserts Ulysses into Cicero’s list next to Themistocles, Marcus Crassus, and 

Lysander. Raphael and Macfie describe the context of the passage: 

Listing types of individual character, Cicero writes of shrewdness with an ability 
to conceal and dissimulate, citing Themistocles among his examples. He then 
speaks of a more extreme craftiness, with Marcus Crassus and Lysander as two of 
his examples. Cicero does not cite Ulysses in this chapter. (Smith, 1982a, p. 242, 
n.9) 

 
Raphael and Macfie acknowledge, however, that Cicero does, in fact, cite Ulysses shortly 

after the passage in question (three sections, or about a page and a half later in Newton’s 

translation). There Cicero discusses the particular propriety of Ulysses’ patience and 

magnanimity in suffering insults on his journey and in his own household, compared to 

Ajax who would rather kill himself than bear such insults. Cicero’s discussion of Ulysses 

and Ajax does serve as another illustration of the broader discussion of universal versus 
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particular propriety, but not explicitly to exemplify deceitful character and dissimulation. 

(See Appendix 3 for the full quotation.) Raphael and Macfie write, while Cicero does not 

cite Ulysses in the passage in question, “in xxxi.113 he describes Ulysses as an example 

of endurance” (Smith, 1982a, p.242 n.9). 

Raphael and Macfie suggest that Smith probably conflated a reference to Ulysses 

much later in De Officiis, and substitutes Ulysses for Solon, who does appear closely to 

the other names in Cicero’s list. They find this conflation plausible because both 

references involve Ulysses and Solon feigning madness to achieve their purposes: 

In III.xxvi.97, however, [Cicero] refers to the dissimulation of Ulysses in feigning 
madness to escape military service. Smith, writing from memory, has probably 
confused this last with what Cicero says, at I.xxx.108, of Solon, who was classed 
with Themistocles and is called ‘especially crafty and shrewd in having feigned 
madness in order to save his life’ and serve his state. (Smith, 1982a, 242 n.9) 
 
Ulysses famously feigned madness to avoid being conscripted to go to Troy, until 

Palamedes placed his baby son, Telemachus, before his plow, causing him to have to stop 

and reveal he was perfectly sane. Solon pretended to be insane to avoid a law forbidding 

militaristic propaganda regarding the war with Salamis so he could write a poem 

promoting the war, which eventually won Athens possession of Salamis (Plutarch, 2001, 

p. 110).29 

What is the likelihood Smith made such a substitution out of an error of memory, 

as the editors suggest?  

 
29 Themistocles dissembled his true reason for investing the city’s silver in naval power, because he 
thought his peers lacked his concern about the Persian threat (Plutarch, 2001, p. 149), and he used 
subterfuge to lure the Persians into a naval ambush and trap (Holland, 2005, pgs. 310-315). Lysander and 
Crassus were both military leaders known for their ability to use strategy and misdirections to achieve 
victory (Cicero, 2016, p. 66). 
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Relying on the authority of Raphael and Macfie’s footnote, this supposed error at 

first seemed to us a plausible candidate for esotericism. As with the first, the error 

appears in Cicero. Secondly, also like the first error, the content of the supposed error 

relates closely to the exoteric context in which the error appears—as to make such an 

error intentionally in this case would involve Smith in dissimulating about dissimulators 

and dissimulation! Operating on the assumption that the error might be esoteric, certain 

puzzles and incongruities seemed to appear to demand explanation. We developed an 

elaborate story to account for the meaning Smith might have intended by the error and 

how the superior reader might be expected to discover it. Our dissatisfaction with our 

account, however, led us—after advancing our first interpretation for several months—

back to the evidence of the original texts. We ultimately came to the conclusion that 

Raphael and Macfie’s supposition that Smith erred in his allusion was incorrect. Our 

revised interpretation of Smith’s allusion is most easily explained by questioning how 

Raphael and Macfie saw the matter. In what follows, we correct Raphael and Macfie’s 

interpretation and clarify the relationship between Smith’s and Cicero’s views of Ulysses 

and the propriety of dissimulation. 

To see where the editors err, it will be useful to highlight certain phrases Smith 

uses in the main body of the text directly before the supposed error, and to compare them 

to the Cicero text he alludes to: 

The command of fear, the command of anger, are always great and noble powers 
when they are directed by justice and benevolence, they are not only great virtues, 
but increase the splendor of those other virtues. They may, however, sometimes 
be directed by very different motives; and in this case, though still respectable, 
they may be excessively dangerous. The most intrepid valour may be employed in 
the cause of the greatest injustice. Amidst great provocations, apparent tranquility 



88 
 

and good humour may sometimes conceal the most determined and cruel 
resolution to revenge. The strength of mind requisite for such dissimulation, 
though always and necessarily contaminated by the baseness of falsehood, has, 
however, been often much admired by many people of no contemptable 
judgment. (Smith, 1982a, p. 241.12, emphasis added) 
 

Smith follows this text with his discussion of the individuals cited above in Cicero’s list, 

and includes Ulysses.  

Raphael and Macfie are essentially correct in their footnote that Cicero’s explicit 

purpose in citing Ulysses in Book 1 Section 113 of De Officiis shortly after the passage in 

question is to illustrate Ulysses’ “endurance” (Smith, 1982a, p. 241 n.9). But the context 

of this endurance as Cicero describes it includes the episode which occurred “at 

[Ulysses’] home” where “he bore the insults of slaves and maidservants, all so that at 

some point he might achieve what he desired!” (Cicero, 2016, p.68). We interpret the 

episode Cicero describes to refer to Ulysses’ disguising his true identity as the head of the 

household and king of Ithaca upon his return from Troy in order to conceal his intentions 

of revenge against his wife Penelope’s parasitic suitors. Such concealment, of course, 

constitutes a “dissimulation” requiring “strength of mind” in “the command of anger” 

“amidst great provocations” in which “apparent tranquility and good humour” are used to 

“conceal the most determined and cruel resolution to revenge” (Smith, 1982a, p. 241.12). 

In other words, the meaning Cicero includes in his discussion of Ulysses in Section 113 

conforms exactly to what Smith intends to illustrate by his reference to Cicero. And while 

Ulysses’ name does not appear contiguously with the other three individuals referred to 

in Cicero, it does appear shortly thereafter and includes precisely those qualities Smith 

intends to illustrate. 
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Smith’s allusion, thus, captures the sense of Cicero’s description perfectly, though 

he uses Cicero’s example differently than Cicero intends. This capturing of the spirit but 

not the exact text fits a broader pattern for Smith. As we noted in the introduction, Scott 

(1939) shows that Smith “occasionally wrote titles of books or passages from [memory] 

without verification, with the result that neither was textually accurate” (p.5). Scott 

illustrates this tendency with an example in which Smith misquotes a passage about 

“<<old Cato>> on tillage,” again from Cicero’s De Officiis, in the Draft of the Wealth of 

Nations (WN) (Scott 1939, p.5 and Smith, 1982c, p. 581). According to Scott, Smith’s 

“Latin gives the sense accurately, but it differs from the passage in De Officiis” (p.5). In 

the published version of WN, Smith chose, finally, to paraphrase Cicero in English 

instead of quoting the Latin from memory (Scott, 1937, p. 356, and Smith, 1981, p. 

166.12). Smith’s reference to Ulysses here is similar to his error in the Draft in that it 

accurately captures the substance of the original that is relevant to his purposes, while it 

departs in other ways from exact faithfulness to the original passage. 

That Smith, in fact, does not err here, as Raphael and Macfie suppose, but 

captures the sense of the original accurately, seems to us to further certify Smith’s bona 

fides regarding his knowledge of classical literature and of Cicero in particular. 

Given that Smith does substitute Ulysses into a list of individuals Cicero approves 

of (for their strength of mind required for dissimulation), and that this might bring one to 

wonder whether Smith had conflated Cicero’s later reference to Ulysses’ dissimulation 

(to avoid going to Troy) with Solon in the original list, as Raphael and Macfie do in their 

footnote, is there any case to be made Smith is being esoteric here? Perhaps, but we do 
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not believe it likely, given the simpler explanation we offer regarding Raphael and 

Macfie’s interpretation. Several other reasons can also be marshalled to argue that Smith 

meant to refer, in particular, only to the first of Cicero’s two references to Ulysses. 

As noted above, within De Officiis, Cicero discusses instances of Ulysses 

dissimulating in Book I, Section 113 and again in Book III, Section 97 (Cicero, 2016, ps. 

68, 161). In the first instance, Cicero approves of Ulysses’ spirit and endurance, which 

are coupled with dissimulation, along his travels and when he is in disguise at home, 

bearing the insults and indignities from suitors and servants. In the second case, Cicero 

condemns Ulysses’ dissimulating to avoid going to war in fairly harsh language: “I truly 

judge that such tranquility [that comes from avoiding war] must be despised and rejected, 

since what is not honorable is not even useful” (ibid p.162. See Appendix 4 for the full 

quotation). Cicero points out, however, with regard to Ulysses’ plan to break his oath and 

avoid joining the war on Troy, “there is no such suspicion of Ulysses found in Homer;” 

that suspicion derives, rather, from the works of the “tragic poets” (Cicero, 2016, p. 161, 

emphasis added). 

Smith refers to Cicero’s description of “Homer’s Ulysses” in particular (Smith, 

1982a, p. 241.12, emphasis added). By specifying that he means to praise Homer’s 

Ulysses, and not necessarily other stories about Ulysses from other sources, Smith 

expresses approval for the Ulysses of the Odyssey, whom Cicero first approves of, not 

necessarily the Ulysses who feigns madness to dodge the war, whom Cicero later 

disapproves of.  
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That Smith approves of the first, and not necessarily the second Ulysses referred 

to in Cicero, is further supported by his comment in LRBL that, “there is nothing which 

is more apt to raise our admiration and gain our applause, than the hardships one has 

undergone with firmness and constancy, especially if they have at last been 

surmounted….We admire Ulysses more for the great hardships he had to struggle with 

than if he had not been brought into such hazard” (Smith, 1985, p. 129). The hardships 

referred to by Smith here are clearly the hardships Ulysses faced in his journey home as 

described in Homer’s Odyssey. Ulysses frequently lies during his odyssey to protect 

himself and his interests, from his first encounter with the Cyclops to his disguising 

himself from his family and his wife’s suitors in Ithaca. Given Smith’s statement that we 

admire Ulysses, he must admire these cases of dissimulation described by Homer as 

proper to Ulysses’ character and situation. 

Smith’s approval of Homer’s Ulysses appears to fit his discussion of promises 

made to highwaymen as a way of criticizing the project (identified by Smith as casuistry) 

of bringing all morality under the formulation of grammar-like rule-following (Smith, 

1982a, pp. 330.9-333.14). By pointing to the looseness of the problem, Smith suggests, as 

he does in the passage about dissimulation in question, there is a certain “flexibility of 

morals” which goes beyond “precise and accurate” rules (Smith, 1982a, pp. 327.1, 

175.11). Smith believes, with Cicero, that justice does not obligate one to fulfill a 

promise exacted through extortion, but that there may be loose, vague, and indeterminate 

reasons one might still be obligated to fulfil such a promise, reasons such as regard for 

one’s own “dignity and honour” or “to the inviolable sacredness of that part of his 
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character which makes him reverence the law of truth and abhor every thing that 

approaches to treachery and falsehood” (Smith, 1982a, pp. 330-331). Without good 

reason to break an oath, it seems unlikely Smith would approve of the Ulysses of the 

tragic poets whom Cicero also disapproves of. 

Finally, approving of Odysseus’ dissimulation in his household is also fitting to 

Smith’s exoteric teaching. Such dissimulation could be interpreted as directed in the 

service of justice in the sense of commutative justice (CJ) and evidently in a way that is 

estimatively just in Smith’s eyes (Smith, 1982a, p. 241.12). Homer’s Ulysses disguises 

himself from self-defense along his journey and to revenge himself against the 108 

suitors from his household who have been “messing with his stuff,” eating his sustenance 

and abusing his wife and son. 

The tragic poets, however, tell of Ulysses trying to avoid going to war. Could 

Smith admire this Ulysses for trying to avoid going to war with Troy? Although this 

might at first seem to be implied by his approbation of Ulysses’ dissimulation elsewhere, 

there are several tensions to consider. First, Smith generally admires the martial virtues 

both as a model of virtue (Smith, 1982a, p. 239) and as a condition for the protection and 

perpetuation of a society (Smith, 1982, p. 539). He fears the commercial spirit may cause 

self-centered and materialistic interests to decay the martial virtues too much (Smith, 

1981, pp. 786-787). Perhaps there is no tension here since Ulysses’ city of Ithaca is not in 

danger when he is called off to fight. Perhaps Ulysses sees that the war is a fool’s errand, 

and it is that that justifies his attempted draft dodging. But, as Cicero argues, Ulysses 

voluntarily swore an oath with all of Helen’s suitors to defend Helen’s winning suitor 
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from rivals who might take her (2016, p. 162). Given the importance of commutative 

justice to Smith, he presumably could not approve of this kind of promise-breaking and 

Ulysses would not receive Smith’s approbation. 

Smith thus seems to approve of Ulysses’ character in Homer as an 

exemplification of that “dark and deep dissimulation” that: 

occurs most commonly in times of great public disorder; amidst the violence of 
faction and civil war. When law has become in a great measure impotent, when 
the most perfect innocence cannot alone insure safety, regard to self-defense 
obliges the greater part of men to have recourse to dexterity, to address, and to 
apparent accommodation to whatever happens to be, at the moment, the 
prevailing party. (Smith, 1982a, p. 242.12)  
 

So, while as we saw in the introduction of this paper, Smith thinks, as a general rule, one 

should not dissimulate, he also thinks it can be appropriate to violate such a rule in 

certain circumstances, though exactly when such a violation is appropriate is loose, 

vague, and indeterminate. His attitude toward dissimulation, therefore, seems analogous 

to his notion that it may sometimes be estimatively just for the jural superior to violate 

rules of commutative justice to avoid “gross disorders and shocking enormities,” but that 

pushed too far such behavior by the jural superior is “destructive of all liberty, security, 

and justice” (Smith, 1982a, p. 81.8). Similarly, he thinks dissimulation in service of self-

defense and just revenge in extreme situations can be appropriate, but that “though it may 

sometimes be useful, it is at least equally liable to be excessively pernicious” (Smith, 

1982a, p. 242.12). 

Conclusion 

We believe the evidence presented above provides good reason to suspect that 

Adam Smith is being esoteric in regards to the first error discussed in this paper. In that 
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error, Smith refers to an “obscure” poem (Cicero’s description) meant for a superior 

audience, and he substitutes a philosopher for a poet and emphasizes a “philosophical 

discourse” instead of a poem as the object of estimation. Smith’s substitution appears to 

be a strong, implicit gesture directing the reader to apply Smith’s general message in the 

context in which the error occurs back to Smith and his own work.  The “error” prompts 

the superior reader, who knows that Parmenides could not have lectured to Plato, to go 

back and reflect deeply on Smith’s discussion of the wise man and who should be 

considered a proper and wise judge. By creating a special relationship between himself 

and the reader, Smith’s wink invites a heightened sympathy within the reader towards 

Smith and his message, which, in turn, may lead the reader to a deeper appreciation and 

practice of Smith’s teaching and to follow Smith’s example in trying to regard herself 

through the eyes of a superior judge as her impartial spectator.  

The second supposed error we believe to be no error by Smith at all.  Rather, the 

editors Raphael and Macfie err in interpreting Smith’s allusion. Examining the context of 

Smith’s allusion in Cicero reveals that he captured Cicero’s sense perfectly well, though 

he uses Cicero’s example differently from Cicero’s explicit intent and along with a 

different part of Cicero’s text than appears in the original. A common pattern for Smith is 

that he would paraphrase passages from memory, getting the substance of the quote 

correct but not necessarily preserving the verbiage, which is what happens in this case. 

The second error, thus, while seemingly curious at first becomes perfectly 

comprehensible and is no puzzle at all. 
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Examining these two supposed errors enables us to speculate about the character 

of Smith’s esotericism. First, neither of the two supposed errors implies that Smith used 

esotericism to communicate a double doctrine that diverges significantly from his 

exoteric teachings. Rather, Smith’s esotericism, if he is, indeed, esoteric in the way we 

examine in this paper, appears to be more poetic, ironic, and pedagogical. We believe, 

however, Smith’s discussion of the propriety of dissimulating in times of great 

provocation for the sake of self-defense suggests he would also implicitly approve of the 

use of a double doctrine in defensive esotericism in times of “great public disorder,” 

“amidst the violence of faction and civil war,” “when law has become in a great measure 

impotent,” and when “the most perfect innocence cannot alone insure safety” (Smith, 

1982a, pp. 241-242.12).  

Finally, our experience working with the second supposed error illustrates two 

lessons about interpreting texts esoterically. First, it underscores the importance of 

Melzer’s admonition that, “[o]ne must proceed—at least at the beginning and for a good 

long time—on the assumption that the book is not written esoterically” (Melzer, 2014, 

pp.297-298, original emphasis). Jumping too quickly to the presumption that there is a 

hidden meaning to find may lead to a self-reinforcing bias toward confirming that 

interpretation. Secondly, however, it demonstrates that interpretation open to esoteric 

dimensions, if it seeks first to wrestle honestly with the surface meaning of texts, need 

not lead one to become untethered from the truth. A commitment to understanding the 

surface meaning of texts can often falsify incorrect and speculative esoteric 

interpretations. We agree with Leo Strauss, then, when he writes, “The problem inherent 
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in the surface of things, and only in the surface of things, is the heart of things” (Strauss, 

1978, p. 13).  
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APPENDIX 1: PASSAGE ABOUT ANTIMACHUS AND PLATO FROM 
CICERO’S BRUTUS 

“Why,” said Brutus at this point, “do you instance others?  In your own case have 

we not often seen the choice of clients, and the judgement of Hortensius himself?  When 

he was associated in cases with you (I know because I was often present in your 

conferences) the concluding speech, where there was the greatest opportunity for effect, 

he always left to you.” 

“Yes, it is true,” I replied; “his kindliness of feeling toward me, I fancy, made him 

extravagant in doing me honour.  What the popular judgement about me is I do not know; 

but of others I can affirm confidently, that those who in the opinion of the masses were 

accounted the best speakers are the very ones who have been most approved by trained 

critics.  Demosthenes could never have said what is reported of the famous poet 

Antimachus.  When reading that long and well-known poem of his before an assembled 

audience in the very midst of his reading all his listeners left him but Plato: ‘I shall go on 

reading,’ he said ‘just the same; for me Plato alone is as good as a hundred thousand.’  

And quite right; for a poem full of obscure allusions can from its nature only win the 

approbation of the few; an oration meant for a general public must aim to win the assent 

of the throng.  If Demosthenes on the other hand had held only Plato as his auditor and 

was deserted by the rest, he could not have uttered a single word.  And you, Brutus?  

Could you have done a thing if the whole assembly, as it did once with Curio, had 

deserted you?” (Cicero, 1939 pp. 161-163). 

.  
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APPENDIX 2: PASSAGE ABOUT DISSIMILARITIES OF CHARACTER IN 
CICERO’S ON DUTIES 

It must also be understood that by nature we, as it were, assume the part of two 

roles.  The first of these is common to us all insofar as we all partake of that reason and 

excellence in which we surpass the beasts, from which everything honorable and proper 

derives, and by means of which some reasoning is sought to discover what appropriate 

action is.30  But the second is strictly assigned to individuals.  For as there are some great 

dissimilarities in people’s bodies—for example, we see some have great speed for 

running, others great speed for wrestling, likewise some have dignified figures, others 

attractive ones—so, too, does there exist a still greater variety of people’s spirits.  So we 

are told Lucius Crassus and Lucius Philippus both had great charm; still greater, if more 

practiced, was the charm of Gaius Caesar, Lucius’s son; but, living at the same time, 

Marcus Scaurus and Marcus Drusus as adolescents were both singularly grave, Gaius 

Laelius cheerful, and his intimate Scipio greatly ambitious and prone to melancholy.  

Moreover, among the Greeks, we are told that Socrates was pleasant and witty, lively in 

Conversation, and a dissembler in all speech, which the Greeks call an ironic person; but, 

by contrast, that Pythagoras and Pericles achieved the highest authority without having 

the least cheerfulness.  We hear Hannibal the Carthaginian and, among our leaders, 

Quintus Maximus were cunning, adept at concealment, reticent, dissemblers, insidious, 

and capable of forestalling enemy stratagems.  In like manner, the Greeks prefer 

 
30 In this translation, the translator opts to translate officiis as “appropriate action,” rather than the more 
traditional “duty”. 
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Themistocles and Jason of Pherae to others, and especially the adroit and cunning deed of 

Solon, who pretended insanity so as to make his own life more secure and his service to 

his commonwealth more beneficial.  

         There are others quite unlike these individuals, simple and forthright, who 

think that nothing ought to be done from hidden motives, nothing from treachery, 

supportive of the truth, hostile to fraud; and, likewise, still others who will endure 

anything and serve anyone, so long as their objectives are met, such as we saw with Sulla 

and Marcus Crassus.  In like manner, we are told the cleverest and most patient 

Lacedaemonian was Lysander, while Callicratidas, who commanded the fleet 

immediately after Lysander, was the opposite.  Again, there are some in conversation 

who, no matter how powerful, affect to seem to be one among many, as we saw with 

Catulus, both father and son, as well as Quintus Mucius.  I am told that in an earlier 

generation, Publius Scipio Nasica had this same characteristic, but that his father, who 

avenged the pernicious designs of Tiberius Gracchus, was not the least bit genteel in 

conversation.  And yet his father became great and famous despite this very 

characteristic.  There are innumerable other dissimilarities of nature and customs, which 

nonetheless must not be condemned in the least. (Cicero, 2016, pp. 64-67) 
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APPENDIX 3: PASSAGE ABOUT ULYSSES’ ENDURANCE IN CICERO’S ON 
DUTIES 

How many things did Ulysses endure during that long odyssey when he was both 

subject to women—if Circe and Calypso can even be called “women”—and determined 

to be affable and pleasant to everyone in every conversation?  In truth, even at home he 

bore the insults of slaves and maidservants, all so that at some point he might achieve 

what he desired!  But such was Ajax’s spirit, we are told, that he would have preferred to 

meet his death a thousand times over than endure those things.  In contemplating such 

things, everyone ought to evaluate his own characteristics and moderate them, and not 

test whether others’ characteristics might be proper for him; for what is most proper for 

each is what for each is most his own. (Cicero, 2016, p. 68). 
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APPENDIX 4: PASSAGE ABOUT ULYSSES’ TRYING TO EVADE WAR IN 
CICERO’S ON DUTIES 

Ulysses’s plan seemed useful to him, as related by the tragic poets—for there is 

no such suspicion of Ulysses found in Homer, our best author—but in the tragedies he is 

accused of wishing to evade military service under the pretense of insanity. 

“His plan was not honorable but useful,” perhaps someone might say, “insofar as 

he could continue to rule and live leisurely in Ithaca with his parents, with his wife, with 

his son.  Do you think that any propriety such as consists in daily labors and dangers can 

compare with this tranquility?” 

I truly judge that such tranquility must be despised and rejected, since what is not 

honorable is not even useful. (Cicero, 2016, pp. 161-162). 
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