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Smith's lectures in Edinburgh, a city in which public lectures were highly 
popular, were probably sponsored by the local Philosophical Club, and with 
the special encouragement of Henry Home (later Lord Kames) .2 He gave 
three courses of lectures in all, of which two were apparently on Literature 
and Literary Criticism. These lectures were never published, and shortly 
before his death in 1890 the famous economist asked that they be destroyed. 
Until a few years ago there was little information concerning the detailed 
content of the lectures, but then a most fortunate literary discovery was made. 
Professor John M. Lothian came upon what turned out to be a virtually com­
plete set of notes taken by a student in part of Smith's Moral Philosophy course 
given at the University of Glasgow in 1762-1763.3 On the basis of evidence at 
his disposal, Professor Lothian believes that these particular lectures are clearly 
an elaboration of those that Smith gave on rhetoric and belles lettres in Edin­
burgh. 

In 1751 Smith joined the faculty at the University of Glasgow. He was 
appointed to the chair of Logic, a position that included the teaching of rhetoric 
and belles lettres, and he also acted as a substitute, during his illness, for the 
professor of Moral Philosophy. In the following year he received a permanent 
appointment, which he continued to fill for twelve years, to the chair of Moral 

' Philosophy. This subject was much broader than the modern reader might 
imagine, and included natural philosophy, ethics, jurisprudence, and political 
economy. Moreover, Smith also gave lectures on belles lettres, taste, and the 
history of philosophy, and he injected into his discussions a great deal of literary 
criticism.4 

To any college or university president of today Adam Smith would ap­
pear as an ideal faculty member. He had all the essential qualifications: he 
took his class work seriously; he devoted a great deal of time to research and 
writing; he participated very actively in administrative work. At the Uni­
versity of Glasgow, he not only served in all three of the major academic 
capacities, but he served in all of them with outstanding success. At Glasgow 
the great economist built up an enviable reputation as a teacher, a reputation 
that extended far beyond the university campus. Many students were at­
tracted to his classes, a number, including two Russians, coming to Glasgow 
from as far away as the Continent. His lectures on Moral Philosophy aroused 
a great deal of interest and enthusiasm, as is evident from a statement made 
by John Millar, who was a student and then a colleague of Smith's, and who 
was also himself a distinguished teacher. "Those branches of science which 
he taught," said Millar, "became fashionable at this place, and his opinions were 
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ment may be somewhat exaggerated: sometimes, apparently, he had to alter 
the content or style of his lectures to overcome listlessness.12 

In using the extemporaneous method of presenting his ideas and material, 
Smith was able to avoid one of the dangers involved in this particular tech­
nique of teaching. His lectures were not unduly discursive and rambling. If 
one may apply the picturesque metaphor of still another economist, Stephen 
Leacock, he did not jump on his steed and ride off in all directions. In each 
lecture Smith ordinarily advanced a number of clear-cut propositions, often of 
a paradoxical nature. These he considered one by one, attempting to prove 
and illustrate them. Frequently, however, it took him some time to get under 
way with his lectures. As Millar states, "he often appeared, at first, not to 
be sufficiently possessed of the subject, and spoke with some hesitation." But 
as he progressed with the lecture things changed: "The matter seemed to 
crowd upon him, his manner became warm and animated, and his expression 
easy and fluent." It should be added that though Smith dealt with his "points" 
systematically, he was quite willing to digress. In fact he seemed to enjoy 
digressing, particularly into the area of literary criticism. But his digressions 
were within limits. 

On controversial issues Smith used a "pro-and-con" type of approach, 
arguing with great vigour in simulated defence of positions contrary to hi$ 
own, so that those who studied under him did not hear only one side of an 
issue. By the generous use of illustrations he developed his subject in a way 
that was designed to attract the attention of his students and afford them 
both enjoyment and instruction as they followed the analysis. In his analysis 
he shifted from the simple to the complex, and back to the simple again. As 
Millar points out, Smith attempted to encourage his students to follow "the 
same object, through all the diversity of shades and aspects in which it was 
presented, and afterwards in tracing it backwards to that original proposition 
or general truth from which this beautiful train of speculation had proceeded." 

Smith was an excellent lecturer. But the lecture method (as contrasted 
with the discussion method) has in more recent years been subject to consider­
able criticism. It is possible, if one may refer to the old definition of the 
method, that material may move from the note-book of the professor to the 
note-book of the student without going through the head of either. This is 
possible under the lecture method but by no means inevitable, and it certainly 
was not the ease with Adam Smith and his students. 

If the lecture method has fallen to some extent into disrepute (although, 
where classes are large, it is often the only feasible method), it can still have 
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of Samuel Johnson's recently published Dictionary of the English Language 
and in the second a di5cussion of the current state of European literature. Of 
greater consequence, however, was the publication in 1759 of his Theory of 
Moral Sentiments, the book that first brought the author into widespread prom­
inence. In 1761 his essay "On the Formation of Languages" appeared . During 
the Glasgow period Smith also wrote his essay "On the History of Astronomy" 
and certain significant parts of T he Wealth of Nations..-which he used in con­
nection with his lectures on Moral Philosophy. His famous classic, however, 
was not to be published until twelve years after he gave up his teaching post. 

I Two other early pieces of Smith's writing may be mentioned. While 
he was giving his lectures in Edinburgh he probably edited and collected, 
and wrote a brief preface for, the poems of his friend William Hamilton of 
Bangour.16 Moreover, at the time of his installation as a faculty member at 
the University of Glasgow in January, 1751, Smith gave an address entitled 
"De Origine ldearum," a portion of which was later embodied in his essay 
"The History of the Ancient Logics and Metaphysics."17 

In present-day academic parlance Smith was without question a pro­
ductive scholar. But with his interest in writing-and in thinking, for he 
spent a great deal of time in quiet meditation-he did not overlook his stu­
dents. He was not oblivious to the obligations he owed them. 

An excellent illustration of his sense of obligation to those who attended 
his lectures, and also of his highly developed feeling of rectitude, is found in a 
dramatic and amusing account that has been given of his last class at Glasgow.18 

Since he was unable to finish his course of lectures, Smith insisted, although 
they were to have a substitute teacher, on refunding to his students the fees 
they had paid. On the final day he came to his class with little paper pack­
ages, each containing the money due to an individual member of the group. 
The first student Smith called up to get his package refused to take it, at the 
same time declaring his great indebtedness to Smith. A general cry of ap­
proval went up in the room. But the great teacher was determined. "You 
must not refuse me this satisfaction," he asserted. "N ay, by heavens, gentle­
men, you shall not." Thereupon Smith seized the student who refused the 
refund by his coat, thrust the money package into his pocket, and pushed him 
away. The other students, realizing the hopelessness of their cause, also ac­
cepted the refunds. 

Smith was not only a writer but a researcher. During his Glasgow 
days his work was chiefly of a non-statistical, non-quantitative type but it was 
nevertheless research. Though he leaned heavily on the deductive method, 
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it abounds with valuable instruction."23 A century later J. M. Keynes, ex­
pressing similar sentiments, spoke of "the magnificent first chapter of the 
Fifth Book" of Smith's classic.24 

Among the ideas advanced were very strong opinions on school and 
university endowments and the accompanying policy of teacher remuneration.2 5 

In the field of teaching he believed that there should be a very close connection 
between effort and reward, a goal which was absent when teachers' salaries 
came out of endowments or subsidies rather than directly from student fees. 
In other words, in the matter of faculty pay Smith favoured the principle: From 
tach according to his ability, to each according to the number of students he 
instructs. To put the point in a still different fa<hion, and this time in the 
words of Professor C. F . Arrowood, the provision of education, according to 

Smith, "is a sort of merchandising: the teacher should offer his goods in an 
open market, and their quality and the demand for them would regulate the 
support of his work."26 It should be added that Smith was thinking here 
primarily of education for the well-to-do clas~es. He supported a somewhat 
different arrangement for the education of the masses. 
I Smith stresses the need for diligence on the part of teachers and asserts 
that the attainment of that desirable quality is interfered with when faculty 
remuneration comes from endowments-which "have necessarily dimini~hed 

more or less the necessity of application in the teachers"-and not, at least to 
some degree, directly from student fees. '· · · 

When education is conducted on the basis of private enterprise, with 
teachers paid largely or wholly out of the fees of their students, the perform­
ance of the teachers, Smith argues, is of a superior nature. "Those pans of 
education," he declares, "for the teaching of which there are no public institu­
tions, are generally the best taught." Fencing or dancing schools (Smith was 
greatly interested in dancing) are a case in point. Somewhat the same notion 
is contained in Smith's remarks about the education of women. There are 
no public educational institutions for them-hence there is "nothing useless, 
absurd, or fantastical in the common course of their education." What they 
are taught is solely determined by what their parents or guardians consider 
"necessary and useful." (There were no frills in the education of the members 
of the gentler sex I) 

From the preceding remarks it might be assumed that Smith was com­
pletely opposed to public education. This, however, was not the case, as we 
shall note shortly. 
· The payment of teachers according to the number of their students 
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tions. There are several other expedients, however, Smith adds, which may 
be resorted to and "which will effectively blunt the edge of all those incite­
ments to diligence." For one thing, the teacher, instead of explaining to his 
students the subject he is supposed to be dealing with, "may read some book 
upon it." If the book is in another language he may interpret it for them. 
Or, Smith continues delightfully, the teacher could use an even less trouble­
some method: he could have the students interpret the book, "and by now 
and then making an occasional remark upon it, he may flatter himself that he 
is giving a lecture." 

Smith was opposed to compulsory class attendance except for very young 
students. If a teacher does his duty, coercion can scarcely ever be necessary 
for persons who are older than twelve or thirteen. "No discipline,." he de­
clares, "is ever requisite to force attendance upon lectures which are really 
worth the attending, as is well known wherever any such lectures are given." 
Smith, it will be seen, supported the principle of "unlimited cuts." He was of 
the opinion that good teachers had nothing to fear from its application. This 
would generally be true also, he felt, of teachers who were not very good but 
who took their work seriously. 

1 Smith believed that students should have the right to choose not only 
their professors but their universities. Persons who receive "scholarships, ex­
hibitions, bursaries, etc." should be able to use them at institutions of their 

choice. This right "might perhaps contribute to excite some emulation among 
different colleges." 

It is of special interest to note that Smith, who travelled on the Continent 
for three years with the young Duke of Buccleuch (stepson of Charles Town­
shend, the statesman who did w much to provoke the American colonists to 
rebellion) , was opposed to sending young men on continental tours in lieu of 
a university education. H e recognized some of the benefits that a continental 
sojourn confers on the young traveller, but asserts that "he commonly returns 
home more conceited, more unprincipled, more dissipated, and more incapable 
of any serious application either to study or to business, than he could well 
have become in so short a time, had he lived at home." Smith blames the 
universities, and the discredit into which they had fallen, for the repute gained 
by this "very absurd" practice. For the fath er whose son is absent in Europe 
there is some consolation, however. He "delivers himself, at least for some 
time, from so disagreeable an object as that of a son unemployed, neglected, 
and going to ruin before his eyes." 

Though he said much in support of private enterprise in education, Smith 
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speech in the H ouse of Commons in defence of public education.29 "The more 
they are instructed, the less liable they are to the delusions of enthusiasm and 
superstition, which, among ignorant nations, frequently occasion the most 
dreadful disorders." In free countries it is of the utmost importance that the 
people should not be disposed to judge the conduct of the government "rashly 
or capriciously." 

Smith follows his discussion of education for young people with a treat­
ment of education for people of all ages. Running to almost thirty pages, his 
presentation takes him into a long analysis of religious instruction, including 
a detailed account of religious history. Tile Wealth of Nations, in Smith's 
hands, covers a vast intellectual terrain, and only one or two points in his dis­
cussion can be noted here.30 

Of special interest are the policy recommendations he makes for correct­
ing the "unsocial or disagreeably vigorous" aspects of the austere moral systems 
found among the numerous little religious sects in society. The first policy 
relates to the study of science and philosophy. By imposing certain entry 
requirements-"some sort of probation," Smith states-to entry into the pro­
fessions and elected offices of trust or profit, such a study might be rendered 
"almost universal among all people of middling or more than middling rank 
or fortune." In dealing with this point Smith declares, epigrammatically, that 
"Science is the great antidote to the poison of enthusiasm and superstition." 
He feels that if "all the superior ranks of people" were protected against 
this poison (and such protection could be supplied by teachers operating 
through private enterprise and not as state employees) those in the inferior 
groups would not be much exposed to the danger. 

Smith's second policy relates to public diversions. If private individuals 
(acting in their own self-interest, and without entering the areas of "scandal 
or indecency") were given the freedom "to amuse and divert the people by 
painting, poetry, music, dancing," and by providing "all sorts of dramatic repre­
~entations and exhibitions" for them, most persons would be readily freed of 
"that melancholy gloomy humour which is almost always the nurse of popular 
superstition and enthusiasm." 

·l Some of Smith's ideas on education might seem to brand him as a sup­
porter of upper-class privilege, and his repeated use of the term "inferior ranks 
of people" and also his employment of such expressions as "the common 
people" and "people of some rank and fortune" would appear to justify such 
a conclusion. This general charge, as a matter of fact, has been levelled against 
him.81 But, at least in partial extenuation of his attitude, it should be noted 
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:I NOTES 

1. The Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (New York, 1937), p. 131. 

2. See W. R. Scott, Adam Smith as Student and Professor (Glasgow, 1937), pp. 
49-50; and John Rae, Life of Adam Smith (London, 1895), pp. 30-31. 

3. Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettrts, Edited with an Introduction and Notes 
by John M. Lothian (London, 1963). 

~. Rae, op. cit., pp. 54-56. 
5. Millar's account of Smith's lectures, to which reference will be made with ',I some frequency, was made public by Dugald Stewart. See The Collected 

Works of Dugald Stewart, ed. William Hamilton (Edinburgh, 1858), X, ll-13. 
Much of Millar's account can also be found in Rae, op. cit., pp. 54-57. 

6. Stewart, op. cit., p. 45. 
7. Op. cit., p. 59. It should be added that some persons in Glasgow had certain 

qualms about Smith because of his religious unorthodoxy. Ibid., p. 60. 
8. Economic History , IV (February, 1938), 36. 
9. A description of Hutcheson as a teacher is contained in William Leechman's 
· I Preface to Hutcheson's book, A System of Moral Philosophy (Glasgow, 

1755), I. 
10. Scott states that Smith planned his individual lectures apart from this material 

and largely independent of it. Op. cit., p. 70. 
11. Rae, op. cit., pp. 52-53. 
12. Ibid., p. 57. 
13. An Old Masur and Other Political Essays (New York, 1893), pp. 3-4. 
14. Rae, op. cit., pp. 51-53. 
15. Scott, op. cit., pp. 69-70. Scott's account of Smith's classes differs somewhat 

from Rae's. 
16. There is some slight question as to whether Smith performed this task, but 

the present writer would give him the benefit of the doubt, going along with 
Rae and with N. S. Bushnell, author of a comparatively recent study of Hamil­
ton (Aberdeen, 1957). 

17. See Glenn R. Morrow, in Adam Smith, 1776-1926 (Chicago, 1928), p. 158. 
18. See Rae, op. cit., pp. 169-170. 
19. Op. cit., p. 34. The method of Conjectural History as described by Stewart 

is much broader than the term itself, and the above paragraph, might suggest. 
20. A detailed discussion of Smith's administrative work will be found in Rae, 

op. cit., chap. VI, and Scott, op. cit., pp. 71-78, chap. VII. 
21. Adam Smith (London, Historical Association Publication, General Series: 

G 10, 1948), p. 5. 
22. Rae, op. cit., p. 411. 
23. A Treatise on Political Economy (Philadelphia, 1847), p. xliv. 
24. Economic History, IV ( February, 1938) , 36. Keynes states that Article 11 

of this particular chapter "contains passages which ought to be pre-fixed to 
the Statutes of every University and College." 

25. It is an interesting fact that when the one hundredth anniversary of the 
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