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INTRODUCTION 

 In contemporary political and economic discourse on capitalism, there exists an enduring interest 

in the question of the proper role of government in ameliorating the negative externalities of the market. 

Often, this discourse is framed as a choice between two ideological alternatives: one that views top-

down government programs and regulations as the only viable means of making capitalism hospitable 

to the disadvantaged and another that is skeptical of large-scale state intervention and attempts by 

centralized authorities to humanize capitalism by implementing universal redistributive or regulatory 

policies. From this vantage, it appears that a conservative approach to government interventionism is 

antithetical to humane capitalism. However, I suggest that we turn to Adam Smith—and his educational 

thought in particular—for a more nuanced approach to this debate. As I will demonstrate, Smith’s 

educational prescriptions offer an alternative vision of humane capitalism that attempts to rectify 

conservative skepticism with a genuine concern for the deleterious effects of free-markets on the 

material and psychological well-being of the poor. Although this vision ultimately fails on its own terms, 

it can contribute to a more productive discourse on the relative compatibility of humane capitalism and 

conservative skepticism. 

 For almost two centuries, Smith was characterized as an ardent supporter of laissez-faire 

capitalism and government non-intervention.1 However, in recent decades, scholars have worked to 

recast him as a more reform-oriented thinker with concerns for equality and issues of distributive justice.2 

Ultimately, this revisionist turn in Smith scholarship has contributed to more nuanced interpretations of 

Smith as a supporter of various forms of economic regulation and government intervention. In particular, 

                                                        
1 For example, see J. Cropsey, ‘Adam Smith’, In History of Political Philosophy, (Chicago, 1963); J. 
Buchanan, The Limits of Liberty: Between Anarchy and Leviathan (Chicago, 1975).   
2 S. Fleischacker, A Third Concept of Liberty: Judgment and Freedom in Kant and Adam Smith, 
(Princeton, 1999); S. Fleischacker, On Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations: A Philosophical Companion, 
(New Jersey, 2004); E. Rothschild, Economic Sentiments: Adam Smith, Condorcet, and the 
Enlightenment (Cambridge, 2001); I. McLean, Adam Smith Radical and Egalitarian (Edinburgh, 2006); 
A. Sen, The Idea of Justice (London, 2009).  
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several scholars have used Smith’s prescriptions for government-funded schooling for the poor advanced 

in the Wealth of Nations (WN) to depict him as a liberal reformer with fundamental commitments to the 

intellectual and moral flourishing of the poor.3 According to this view, Smith advocates for a robust 

government-supported education system that rectifies the harmful cognitive effects of the division of 

labor and bridges class divides by securing egalitarian outcomes in intellectual and moral development. 

In this sense, Smith is characterized as an inspiration for the broad-based government programs and 

redistributive policies associated with the contemporary progressive-left.4  

 Although Smith clearly supports certain forms of state intervention on behalf of the poor, this 

view downplays his skepticism of centralized government policy-making and his acceptance of various 

forms of inequality in commercial society.5 In doing so, it exaggerates the content and intended outcomes 

of Smith’s educational prescriptions for the poor and obscures the deep class-divisions in his educational 

thought. Ultimately, a critical assessment of the coherence between Smith’s educational prescriptions, 

his philosophy of education, and his standards of sympathetic development advanced in the Theory of 

Moral Sentiments (TMS) reveals that his plan is not extensive or robust enough to shape poor workers 

into mature sympathizers or enlightened citizens. Instead, I argue that Smith’s prescriptions are not 

intended to fully satisfy the standard of moral development—mutual sympathy—presented in TMS. 

Mutual sympathy is a term of art that describes a state of emotional “concord” between two sympathizers 

that contributes to “happiness” in the form of mental tranquility. Although mutual sympathy is always 

                                                        
3 Fleischacker, A Third Concept of Liberty; Fleischacker, On Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations; 
Rothschild, Economic Sentiments; J. R. Weinstein, Adam Smith's Pluralism: Rationality, Education, and 
the Moral Sentiments (New Haven, 2013); A. Thomas, ‘Adam Smith on the Philosophy and Provision 
of Education,’ Journal of Interdisciplinary Economics, XXX (2017), pp. 105-116. 
4 See: C. Smith, ‘Adam Smith: Left or Right?’, Political Studies, LI (2013), pp. 784-798; S. Fleischacker, 
‘Adam Smith and the Left,’ In Adam Smith: His Life Thought and Legacy, ed. Ryan Patrick Hanley 
(Princeton, 2016), pp. 485-487. 
5 On Smith’s skepticism, see: S. Baum, ‘Poverty, Inequality, and the Role of Government: What Would 
Adam Smith Say?’, Eastern Economic Journal, XVIII (1992), pp. 143-156; R. P. Hanley, ‘The 
‘Science of the Legislator’ in Adam Smith and Rousseau’, American Journal of Political Science, 
LII (2008), pp. 219-234; J. R. Otteson, ‘Adam Smith and the Right’, In Adam Smith: His Life 
Thought and Legacy, ed. Ryan Patrick Hanley (Princeton, 2016). 
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imperfect and transitory, it places a significant epistemic burden on the sympathizer that requires the 

development of reason and imagination as the cognitive building-blocks of sympathetic judgment.  

 But why would Smith devise a plan that fails to meet the standards of his own moral theory? 

The answer is two-fold:  Smith understands that the cognitive faculties at work in sympathetic judgment 

cannot be fully developed in the classroom environment and he is skeptical of any institutional authority 

that threatens the autonomous “motion” of individuals. As such, Smith’s plan is designed to fulfill the 

more modest—yet essential—tasks of preventing the deleterious mental effects of the division of labor 

and providing poor children with the baseline intellectual conditions necessary to develop independent 

judgment (moral, political, and economic) and cultivate mutual sympathy outside the institutional 

sphere. This more nuanced assessment of Smith’s educational prescriptions reveals his attempt to rectify 

conservative skepticism with an alternative vision of humane capitalism that privileges the autonomy of 

the individual and the experiential character of moral development. Yet, in the end, Smith’s alternative 

vision fails on its own terms because it accepts fundamental class-based inequalities in intellectual and 

moral education that present concrete barriers to mutual sympathy both among the poor and between 

socio-economic classes.  

 First, I will define the parameters of Smith’s “philosophy of education” and describe its non-

teleological structure. Then, I will demonstrate how each of the building-blocks of Smith’s philosophy 

of education—epistemology, language, and rhetoric—depend on the faculties of reason and imagination. 

Next, I will identify two categories of education in Smith thought—informal and institutional—and 

discuss how they differ in form and content. In doing so, I will also analyze the class-based structure of 

Smith’s educational prescriptions for commercial society and highlight its various positive outcomes. 

Finally, I will show how the inegalitarian structure of Smith’s education for “humane” capitalism 

impedes mutual sympathy both among the poor and between socio-economic classes. I will conclude by 

assessing how Smith’s failed attempt can contribute to a more nuanced discourse on the relationship 

between conservative skepticism and humane capitalism.  
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THE CHARACTER AND PARAMETERS OF SMITH’S  

PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 

 Although Smith never published a stand-alone educational treatise, his corpus—taken 

together—contains a coherent philosophy of education understood as the study of 1) why and how we 

learn, 2) how knowledge is received and transmitted, 3) differing spheres and goals of education, and 4) 

the proper modes of facilitating and acquiring education in society. As this study will demonstrate, Smith 

offers concrete and consistent answers to each of these questions throughout his published works. Before 

we analyze Smith’s educational philosophy, however, it is necessary to clarify its specific character and 

parameters. First, we must differentiate between what should—and should not—be considered 

“education.” Jack Weinstein highlights the danger of accepting too-broad an understanding of education, 

especially considering Smith’s noted (yet often debated) empiricism. Therefore, I adopt Weinstein’s 

provisional definition of education, “the imposition of values, norms, expectations, standards, and 

lessons on specific individuals or groups by other specific individuals or groups” and adjust it to include 

the possibility of self-education.6 In this sense, broad-based social and cultural influences—although 

formative in their own right—fall outside the purview of education. Second, Smith’s philosophy of 

education has many intended outcomes and, therefore, is both non-teleological and multi-dimensional. 

Some of these goals include material advancement, political rationality, economic judgment, and 

scientific/philosophical knowledge. Nevertheless, mutual sympathy is given priority in Smith’s 

educational philosophy as the “chief part of human happiness” and, as such, it will serve as the standard 

by which we assess his educational prescriptions.  

 

 

                                                        
6 Weinstein, Smith’s Pluralism, p. 84.   
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THE FOUNDATIONS OF SMITH’S PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION: EPISTEMOLOGY, 

LANGUAGE, AND RHETORIC  

 To begin, we must examine how reason and imagination—the primary cognitive faculties at 

work in mutual sympathy—operate at the foundational-level of Smith’s educational philosophy. In this 

section, I will show how epistemology, language, and rhetoric—the building-blocks of learning and 

communication— 1) hinge on the development and exercise of reason and imagination and 2) are 

motivated by the universal human desire for order and mental tranquility. Ultimately, this treatment of 

Smith’s theory of learning and communication will promote a deeper understanding of the 

developmental standards required for mutual sympathy.  

 

1. Smith’s Epistemology: How and Why We Learn 

 Central to any philosophy of education is a corresponding theory of epistemology: why we desire 

knowledge, what we can know, and how we come to know it. In Smith’s epistemology, reason and 

imagination—the primary faculties at work in the learning process—facilitate the creation of fabricated 

order as a means of quelling mental anxiety.  For Smith, the epistemological process is motivated by a 

natural and universal desire for order, which is pursued “for its own sake, as an original pleasure or good 

in itself…”7 In TMS Part IV, Smith characterizes this desire as the “love of human system,” which is 

expressed in “a regard for the beauty of order, of art and contrivance and the pleasure of beholding the 

perfection of so beautiful and grand a system.”8 As Jack Weinstein explains, systems are designed to 

“impose order…on a long series of events” that—when left unconnected—disturb mental tranquility 

and contribute to anxiety.9  

                                                        
7 A. Smith, ‘The History of Astronomy’, In Essays on Philosophical Subjects, ed. Wightman, W. P. D. 
(Oxford, 1980), III.3 (HA). 
8 A. Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Indianapolis, 1982), IV.i.11 (TMS). Smith defines systems 
as “imaginary machine(s) invented to connect together in the fancy those different movements and 
effects which are already in reality performed.” Smith, HA, IV.19. 
9 Weinstein, Smith’s Pluralism, p. 178. 
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 In an essay entitled “the History of Astronomy,” Smith offers a technical account of his 

epistemological theory that highlights the critical role of reason and imagination in the learning process. 

For Smith, the sentiments of surprise and wonder motivate all attempts to impose ordered systems on 

natural phenomena. When an “object of any kind” presents itself in the same manner and produces the 

same effect on multiple occasions, “the emotion or passion which excites it glides gradually and easily 

into the heart, without violence, pain or difficulty.”10 Conversely, when an object appears unexpectedly, 

the heart is flooded with passion and thrown into…the most violent and convulsive emotions.”11 As a 

more immediate passion, surprise is characterized as a “violent and sudden change produced upon the 

mind, when an emotion of any kind is brought suddenly upon it.”12 When we experience surprise due to 

an unexpected event, we intuitively desire to categorize and locate the event within pre-existing “classes 

and assortments.”13 This task requires the exercise of reason and imagination, which operate in tandem 

to situate new experiences within previously formed categories and classes of ideas. Although Smith 

appears to use imagination and reason interchangeably, there is a subtle distinction between these two 

faculties that informs their complementary relationship. Imagination allows us to picture (or project) in 

our mind an artificial order consisting of previous experiences and reason functions to situate new 

experiences within this pre-existing order. As John Harrison explains, imagination creates the cognitive 

domain in which “relationships are established, where the association of ideas occurs” and causal 

reasoning facilitates these associations.14  

                                                        
10 Smith, HA, I.I. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid, I.5 
13 Ibid, II.1 
14 J. R. Harrison, ‘Imagination and Aesthetics in Adam Smith’s Epistemology and Moral Philosophy’, 
Contributions to Political Economy, XIV (1995), pp. 91-112. See also: C. Griswold, Adam Smith and 
the Virtues of Enlightenment (UK, 1999); C. Griswold, ‘Imagination: Morals, Science, and Arts’, In The 
Cambridge Companion to Adam Smith (Cambridge, 2006); M.E. Brady, ‘Adam Smith’s ‘Sympathetic 
Imagination’ and Aesthetic Appreciation of Environment’, Journal of Scottish Philosophy, IX (2011), 
pp. 100-102. 
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 When an unexpected phenomenon defies rational categorization or familiar occurrences appear 

one after another in an unexpected fashion, we succumb to the sentiment of wonder. The latter source 

of wonder is caused by a breakdown in our understanding of the proper chain of causation. When our 

reason cannot explain why event A leads to event B, we are led to wonder “how it came to be conjoined 

to an event with which we could have so little expected it to have any connection.”15 In this case, 

imagination is deployed to “fill up the gaps” between cause and effect by fabricating a “chain of 

intermediate, though invisible events” that allows our thoughts to travel from A to B in a “smooth, 

natural, and easy” manner.16 Griswold notes that “[For Smith] imagination lies at the heart of intellectual 

endeavor…[it] is key to our ability to create illuminating and unifying accounts of phenomena.”17 As 

order is incrementally constructed via reason and imagination, our wonder gradually diminishes until 

we reach a state of mental tranquility in which we look upon our imagined order with admiration—an 

acknowledgment of what appears “great and beautiful” to our minds.18  

 To supplement his technical account of the learning process, Smith offers a conjectural history 

of epistemological development that links advancements in philosophical inquiry to social and material 

progress. In the first stages of society, primitive man was inattentive to minute chains of cause and effect 

and, thus, he felt no impulse to cultivate his reason and imagination. In the absence of law and order, 

primitive man lacked the leisure and security necessary to inquire into the nature of objects and natural 

phenomena. However, after the establishment of legal protections, the practice of philosophy was made 

accessible to those with surplus time and resources. These proto-philosophers became more attentive to 

causality and were driven to develop their reason and imagination beyond their fellow man.19 This 

account echoes Smith’s statement on natural equality in WN: “The difference of natural talents in 

                                                        
15 Smith, HA, II.6 
16 Ibid, II.8. 
17 Griswold, “Imagination,” p. 23. 
18 Smith, HA, Intro.1 
19 Ibid, III.3 
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different men is, in reality, much less than we are aware of…The difference between the most dissimilar 

characters, between a philosopher and a common street porter, for example, seems to arise not so much 

from nature, as from habit, custom, and education.”20 Although the “love of system” that motivates the 

learning process is both natural and universal, one’s ability to secure the conditions necessary for the 

development of reason and imagination is dictated by social status, occupation, and material well-being. 

 

2. The Role of Language and Rhetoric in Smith’s Philosophy of Education  

 Smith’s thoughts on language and rhetoric are rarely discussed in conjunction with his 

educational thought due to their relative absence from his treatment of education in Book V of WN. 

However, mutual sympathy—as a communicative process—relies on persuasive language and rhetoric 

as a means of facilitating emotional “concord” between sympathizers. Therefore, it is important to 

demonstrate how language and rhetorical communication—like epistemology—depend on reason and 

imagination.  

 First, language operates alongside reason and imagination as a tool for defining, categorizing, 

and communicating ideas and experiences.21 Although Smith is not clear on how linguistic development 

supports cognitive development and vice-versa, scholars generally agree that the two functions are 

closely intertwined and, therefore, must be cultivated in tandem.22 Smith’s account of linguistic 

development in Considerations on the First Formation of Language (FFL), which is indebted to 

Rousseau and Condillac, mirrors his narrative description of the origins and growth of philosophy:  

                                                        
20 A. Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, ed. Campbell, R. H. and 
Skinner, A. S. (Indianapolis, 1976), 1.2.4 (WN). 
21 M. Dascal, ‘Adam Smith’s Theory of Language’, In The Cambridge Companion to Adam Smith 
(Cambridge, 2006), p. 90. 
22 Dascal, ‘Smith’s Theory of Language’, pp. 90-91; C.J. Swearingen, ‘Adam Smith on Language and 
Rhetoric: The Ethics of Style, Character, and Propriety’, In The Oxford Handbook of Adam Smith 
(Oxford, 2013), pp. 11-12; C. Berry, ‘Adam Smith’s Considerations on Language’, Journal of the 
History of Ideas, XXV (1974), p. 138. 
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Two savages, who had never been taught to speak, but had been bred up remote from 

the societies of men would naturally begin to form that language by which they would 

endeavor to make their mutual wants intelligible to each other by uttering certain sounds, 

whenever they meant to denote certain objects.23 

As their experience grows, these savages give permanent names to classes of objects that recall to their 

memory other objects from past experiences.24 In doing so, they create uniform categories of objects and 

ideas that can be ordered in the mind via reason and imagination. However, once all past experiences of 

an object are classified under a single word, the savage has no means of differentiating between 

particular and general ideas. This difficulty necessitates the invention of adjectives and prepositions, 

which requires the corresponding development of reason and imagination as cognitive tools of 

“abstraction, generalization, distinction, and comparison.”25 Essentially, as human beings grow their 

experiences and become more attuned to the particularities of discrete natural phenomena, language 

must develop alongside their cognitive faculties as a means of creating and maintaining order in the 

mind and communicating this order to others. As Weinstein explains, “Smith’s essay shows how 

reasoned analysis and language share similar structures” and how language “forms the most important 

abstractions upon which all reasoning depends.”26 Ultimately, as reason and imagination are cultivated 

through repeated acts of ordering experiences into coherent systems, the individual must also develop a 

command of the language required to formulate this order in their minds and articulate it to others. In 

this sense, language must keep pace with the increasing complexity of mental systems. 

 Intimately connected with linguistic development, rhetoric occupies a key position in Smith’s 

philosophy of education as the primary method of communication and instruction in commercial 

                                                        
23 A. Smith, ‘Essay on the First Formation of Languages’, In Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles  
Lettres, ed. J.C. Bryce (Indianapolis, 1983), I (FFL).  
24 Ibid, II. 
25 Ibid. See also Dascal, ‘Smith’s Theory of Language’, p. 90. 
26 Weinstein, ‘Smith’s Pluralism’, pp. 176-177. 
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society.27 Rhetorical communication—which is grounded in the universal human impulse to persuade 

others—relies on reason and imagination to perform its proper function. Ultimately, Smith’s entire 

system of thought operates on the principle that humans are persuasive beings.28 As Smith argues, “the 

desire to be believed, the desire of persuading, of leading and directing other people, seems to be one of 

the strongest of our natural desires. It is perhaps, the instinct upon which is founded the faculty of 

speech…”29 Whether written or spoken, rhetorical communication is a means of creating orderly 

narratives that are designed to “lead and direct” the judgment of others by 1) achieving emotional 

concord with an individual or audience and 2) gradually affecting a change in their beliefs or 

sentiments.30 The individual can only achieve this aim by employing imaginative judgment and rational 

deliberation to satisfy specific presentational and stylistic standards. To illustrate this point, I will 

analyze three principles of Smith’s rhetorical theory presented in his Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles 

Lettres (LRBL) that best capture the role of reason and imagination in rhetorical communication.31 This 

discussion will prove important to our treatment of moral development and mutual sympathy below. 

 First, the description of an idea or sentiment should “tend to excite the same emotion” so as not 

to lose its “effect, in raising any strong emotion.”32 For Smith, the persuasive force of a rhetorical 

argument is contingent upon the speaker’s ability to match the emotional pitch of the individual or 

audience. To do so, he must 1) use his imagination to place himself in the perspective of the audience, 

2) exercise his reason to order the narrative in such a way that the audience identifies with—and approves 

of—the message, and 3) deploy language that is in-step with the emotional status of the audience. Similar 

to the tranquility engendered by the perception of order in the natural world, an individual or audience 

                                                        
27 S. J. McKenna, Adam Smith: The Rhetoric of Propriety (New York, 2006), pp. 1-2.  
28 L. Montes, ‘Adam Smith’s Foundational Idea of Sympathetic Persuasion’, Cambridge  
Journal of Economics, XLIII (2019), pp. 4-5. 
29 Smith, TMS, VII.iv.25. 
30 Ibid, VII.iv.24-25. 
31 A. Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, ed. J.C. Bryce (Indianapolis, 
1983), i.172 (LRBL). 
32 Ibid, i.172. 
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is put at ease by an argument that is consistent with their own emotional state. Conversely, 

overcomplicating an idea or discourse by invoking contradictory emotions causes a disconnect between 

speaker and audience that impedes persuasion. As Mark Longaker explains, the speaker’s ability to 

achieve emotional concord with an individual or audience, while simultaneously altering their 

sentiments, requires “good practical judgment,” which is supported by the combined efforts of reason 

and imagination.33  

 Second, a rhetorical discourse should be “short and not tedious in length” and yet preserve the 

“vivacity and force” of the argument.34 To achieve this balance, Smith suggests employing carefully 

crafted anecdotes or historical narratives that are both captivating and relevant to the circumstances of 

the individual or audience. Again, the selection and composition of examples requires the simultaneous 

functioning of imagination and reason and a proper command of persuasive language—i.e. a “neat, clear, 

plain and clever” style (LRBL v.56).35 The speaker must imagine the circumstances of his audience (e.g., 

socioeconomic status, education, values, etc.) and use practical reason to craft his examples accordingly.  

 Finally, the speaker must ensure that his discourse does not conflict with his general character, 

temperament, or reputation. More specifically, he should “never seem to act out of character but speak 

in a manner not only suitable to the Subject but to the character he naturally inclines to” (LRBL i.136).36 

In this respect, the individual or audience will be more disposed to receive an argument if they sense a 

correspondence between the general temperament of the speaker and the language employed to make 

his argument. Conversely, if the speaker’s discourse is inconsistent with his character or natural 

disposition, the audience will experience emotional disharmony and disconnect from the argument. As 

Kapust and Schwarze highlight, “Rhetoric divorced from character…is inauthentic and therefore 

                                                        
33 M. Longaker, ‘Adam Smith on Rhetoric and Phronesis, Law and Economics’, Philosophy and 
Rhetoric, XLVII (2014), pp. 41-42.  
34 Smith, LRBL, i.173. 
35 Ibid, v.56. 
36 Ibid, i.136. 
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inappropriate on Smith’s account.”37 Therefore, the speaker must evaluate the appropriateness of his 

own rhetoric and persuade himself of its ultimate “propriety.” This can only be achieved by recourse to 

an imagined impartial spectator or internalized conscience that allows the individual to judge the 

“propriety” of his discourse from a perspective of rational detachment.38 As will be shown, judgments 

of “propriety” in rhetorical communication (which require reason and imagination) are a principal 

component of persuasion in the sympathetic process.   

 Ultimately, we can now observe how epistemology, language, and rhetoric are dependent on the 

faculties of reason and imagination and united by a common orientation toward order as a source of 

mental tranquility. In the epistemological process, reason and imagination function to quell anxiety by 

ordering natural phenomena and “filling up gaps” in the chain of cause and effect. Similarly, linguistic 

communication—in the form of rhetorical discourse—employs imaginative projection and rational 

deliberation to craft orderly arguments that are in concord with the sentiments of the audience and the 

character of the speaker.  

 

SMITH ON INFORMAL AND INSTITUTIONAL EDUCATION 

 Now that we have clarified the role of reason and imagination in Smith’s epistemological, 

linguistic, and rhetorical theory, we are prepared to assess the distinct, yet interrelated, categories of 

education developed throughout his corpus. In what follows, we will consider Smith’s treatment of two 

types of education, each of which involve different modes of “instruction” and render unique forms of 

knowledge: 1) informal education (moral development and vocational training) and 2) institutional 

education (the home, public/private school, and the church). 

 

                                                        
37 D. Kapust and M. Schwarze, ‘The Rhetoric of Sincerity: Cicero and Smith on Propriety and Political 
Context’, American Political Science Review, CX (2016), p. 105. 
38 Longaker, ‘Smith on Rhetoric and Phronesis’, p. 39; Montes, “Sympathetic Persuasion,” pp. 12-13. 
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Informal Education 

1. Moral Education  

 We will now treat Smith’s system of moral education and, in particular, its emphasis on the 

development of sympathy. I intend to show that mutual sympathy—even in its imperfect form—places 

a significant epistemic burden on the sympathizer that necessitates well-developed reason and 

imagination. To do so, it is first necessary to clarify Smith’s novel concept of sympathy and his 

descriptive account of the sympathetic process. In the opening chapter of TMS, Smith introduces a 

distinction between sympathy and sentiment of pity. While pity is simply “the emotion we feel for the 

misery of others,” sympathy is more broadly defined as “our fellow feeling with any passion 

whatever.”39 Unlike pity, sympathy is not a passion in itself, but rather a mental faculty powered by 

imagination and reason, which enables us to judge passions from various vantage points. Sympathy 

permits the individual to make predictions and judgments that range the entire spectrum of human 

passion. Although the most remedial version of sympathy is instinctual— “transfused from one man to 

another instantaneously”40—and thus not contingent on specific knowledge or ability, its more complex 

iteration requires both a nuanced understanding of the circumstances leading to a passion and the 

capacity to utilize this knowledge as a means of achieving the chief “part” of human happiness: mutual 

sympathy. In its ideal form, mutual sympathy describes a seamless correspondence with another human 

being, which mirrors the epistemological ordering of natural phenomena. Yet, ideal mutual sympathy is 

rarely (if ever) attained in reality. Instead, it takes on a more practical form in the concept of average or 

imperfect mutual sympathy: “the idea of that degree of proximity or distance from this complete 

perfection” or “the common degree of excellence.”41  

                                                        
39 Smith, TMS, I.I.I.1&5. 
40 Smith, TMS, I.I.I.6. 
41 Smith, TMS, I.I.5.9. 



 14 

 In TMS Part I, Smith offers a descriptive account of the sympathetic process that illustrates the 

tenuous and transient character of mutual sympathy. As a general rule, each actor desires mutual 

sympathy as an intrinsic pleasure that is neither wholly altruistic nor directed by “refinements of self-

love.”42 As Smith explains, “Nothing pleases us more than to observe in other men a fellow feeling with 

all the emotions of our own breast…”43 The sympathetic process involves two types of actors: 1) the 

person principally concerned who experiences the emotion first-hand (either the actor or the person acted 

upon) and 2) the spectator who observes the conduct of the person principally concerned. When the 

“passions” of the person principally concerned are in “perfect concord” with the sympathetic emotions 

of the spectator, they appear “just and proper.” Thus, to “approve” the passions of another, is the same 

as “observing that we entirely sympathize with them.”44 As Smith admits, this initial description of 

mutual sympathy is idealistic. The only mode of comparison that the spectator has to judge the propriety 

of an action or emotion is through reflection—via imagination and reason—on how he would act in a 

like situation. Therefore, when the person principally concerned experiences a triumph or a misfortune, 

it is difficult for the spectator to match his immediately felt emotion. As Smith describes, the spectator 

must “endeavor, as much as he can, to put himself in the situation of the other…[and] adopt the whole 

case of his companion with all its minutest incidents; and strive to render as perfect as possible, that 

imaginary change of situation upon which his sympathy is founded.”45 After all this effort, the spectator 

will most likely fail to match the emotional pitch of the person principally concerned for any extended 

period. Instead, the “imaginary change of situation, upon which their sympathy is founded, is but 

momentary” because the spectator is constantly called back to reality by the thought that he is not really 

the sufferer.46 

                                                        
42 Smith, TMS, I.I.2.1. See: J. McHugh, ‘Ways of Desiring Mutual Sympathy in Adam Smith’s Moral 
Philosophy’, British Journal for the History of Philosophy, XXIV (2016), pp. 617-619. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Smith, TMS, I.I.3.1. 
45 Smith, TMS, I.I.4.6. 
46 Smith, TMS, I.I.4.7. 
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 Realizing that the spectator will never match his level of passion, the person principally 

concerned attempts to moderate his reaction to meet the spectator at a point of emotional equilibrium. 

Ultimately, sympathy can only be attained when each party exercises specific virtues—or classes of 

virtues—that facilitate emotional concord. For the person principally concerned, the “great, awful, and 

respectable” virtue of self-command allows him to moderate his passions and “abstain from present 

pleasure or…endure present pain” in an effort to match the “sentiments” of the spectator.47 The spectator, 

on the other hand, must exercise the “soft, gentle, and amiable virtues” of humanity that allow him to 

better approximate the immediate passions of the person principally concerned. As Smith admits, the 

sentiments of these individuals will “never be in unison,” but they “may be in concord which is all that 

is wanted or required.”48 Despite its imperfect form, mutual sympathy is both intrinsically pleasurable 

for both parties and essential to their continued relations.49 If someone fails to enjoy a painting as much 

as us, we can tolerate this discord. Yet, if we fail to sympathize with the joy or suffering of another, “we 

can no longer converse upon these subjects.”50 Thus, some degree of mutual sympathy is essential to 

human happiness and “the harmony of society.”51 

 As this descriptive account illustrates, sympathy—even in its imperfect form—must be learned 

and developed over the course of a lifetime. It is a demanding process that cannot be fully taught or 

learned in the formal classroom environment. This difficulty is expressed in the conditions that must be 

met—or at least approximated—to achieve imperfect mutual sympathy. For instance, the first-person 

sympathizer must 1) possess particular knowledge of the situation, 2) judge the propriety of the observed 

passion(s), 3) imagine his hypothetical reaction in a like situation, 4) perceive an approximation between 

real and imagined passions, and 5) exercise “humanity” to achieve an emotional equilibrium with the 
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person principally concerned. Taken together, these conditions—which all depend on the adequate 

development of reason and imagination— constitute one’s ability to make sympathetic judgments with 

respect to the person principally concerned. If we wish to judge our own passions via the second-person 

perspective, we must achieve a certain level of rational detachment by exercising “self-command,” 

placing ourselves in the mind of a hypothetical societal observer, and imagining if (and to what extent) 

he would sympathize with our conduct. As the person principally concerned, we can develop our 

sympathetic judgment to the extent that we exercise self-command and adopt the mindset of an impartial 

third-party spectator: an imaginary arbiter with “no particular connexion” to the observer or the person 

principally concerned.52  

 Because mutual sympathy is both fragile and transitory, the individual must undergo a process 

of moral education with the hopes of daily improving his sympathetic judgment. But what exactly does 

this education look like for Smith? On a basic level, moral development cannot occur outside of society 

or in the absence of frequent social interactions. The isolated individual cannot cultivate his sympathetic 

faculties without some point of reference by which to assess the propriety of his own conduct.53 Unlike 

his mentor Francis Hutcheson, Smith rejects the concept of an innate moral sense. Instead, he thinks that 

the isolated individual cannot develop the proper balance between self-command and humanity 

necessary to achieve mutual sympathy. For Smith, excessive self-command—like that of the Stoic wise 

man or isolated savage—can alienate an individual who lives among “a humane and polished people, 

who have more sensibility to the passions of others…”54 According to Bee and Paganelli, the appropriate 

level of self-command “varies with historical circumstances” and, therefore, can only be learned via 
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acculturation to one’s socio-historical environment.55 Conversely, immoderate humanity develops 

among those who live “too much in ease and tranquility” and are unwilling to put themselves to the 

“school of self-command.” Ultimately, humanity and self-command must be cultivated in society and 

balanced over the course of repeated social interactions in “an arduous process of experience and 

reflection.”56  

 However, self-command and humanity are not improved by mere practice. Rather, their 

development and implementation are facilitated by reason and imagination. The following quotations 

demonstrate this point:  

It is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his sensations. 

Neither can that faculty help us to this any other way, then by representing to us what 

would be our own, if it were in his case.57  

 

The qualities most useful to ourselves are, first of all, superior reason and 

understanding, by which we are capable of discerning the remote consequences of all 

our actions, and of foreseeing the advantage or detriment which is likely to result from 

them… (TMS IV.2.7).58 

 

As we have seen, reason and imagination play a prominent role in Smith’s epistemological and rhetorical 

theory. Although Smith is somewhat ambiguous on how these faculties differ from (and interact with) 

one another in the sympathetic process, it is important to note their essential role in satisfying the 

epistemic demands of mutual sympathy. In short, they perform the tasks of 1) gathering and assessing 

                                                        
55 M. Bee & M. P. Paganelli, ‘Adam Smith, Anti-Stoic’, History of European Ideas, XLV (2019), 572-
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56 Griswold, Virtues of Enlightenment, 215.  
57 Smith, TMS, I.I.2 (emphasis added). 
58 Smith, TMS, IV.2.7. Cited in Thomas, ‘Smith on Education’, p. 107. 
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knowledge of a situation, 2) judging the propriety of an action, 3) placing oneself in the perspective of 

the person principally concerned or the impartial spectator, 4) assessing the distance between the 

passions of the observer and the actor, and 5) exercising the virtues of humanity and self-command to 

achieve emotional “concord” with another. All told, the attainment of imperfect mutual sympathy—even 

in its imperfect form—hinges on the possession of well-developed rational and imaginative faculties. 

Thus, when we turn to Smith’s educational prescriptions, we must consider if his system allows for the 

adequate development of reason and imagination. If not, the prospect of mutual sympathy among the 

working poor or between socio-economic classes appears doubtful.  

 Finally, moral education requires a type of rhetorical training on the part of the individual 

sympathizer. As stated, the ability to persuade others of one’s genuine identification with their passions 

and sentiments is a central component of the sympathetic process.59 The tools of rhetoric described 

above—the clear expression of ideas, congruence between one’s words and emotions, and sincerity of 

character—contribute to the attainment of mutual sympathy. Furthermore, Smith is cognizant of the 

dangers of an unfettered “will” to “lead and direct other people.” Thus, as Leonidas Montes 

demonstrates, the rhetoric of sympathetic persuasion must be moderated by its connection to the 

perspective of the impartial spectator in an effort to avoid “the problem of persuasion as mere 

coercion.”60 In this sense, we use the impartial spectator to “persuade” ourselves that we are actually 

worthy of “leading and directing” others. What Montes does not specify is that the individual’s ability 

to deploy sympathetic rhetoric in accord with the impartial spectator hinges on the exercise of reason 

and imagination. According to Griswold, Smith refers to the perspective of the impartial spectator as 

that of a “reasonable man” or “a person of reflective and informed imagination and appropriately 

                                                        
59 McKenna, Rhetoric of Propriety, p. 116: “Moral sentiments must be communicable sentiments, and 
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engaged emotions, suitably detached from the actor.”61 Without reason and imagination, the individual’s 

capacity to moderate his sympathetic appeals via recourse to the language of humanity and self-

command is strictly limited.  

 Before concluding this account of moral education in Smith’s thought, we must describe the 

stages of sympathetic development outlined in TMS. In doing so, we can observe how informal moral 

education progresses alongside the formal institutional education described below. For Smith, moral 

education begins in the domestic sphere, where parents serve as stand-ins for other “societal observers” 

(and the third-person spectator) until the child reaches an age at which he can exercise his imagination 

and reason in a public setting. Thus, parental correction and guidance in the early stages of moral 

education is tantamount to the development of sympathy. The child quickly learns that he must adjust 

his behavior to please his parents and avoid conflict with siblings. Although Smith is not clear on this 

point, one can assume that parents help to promote the development of a child’s sympathetic judgment 

by serving as exemplars of proper moral conduct. At this stage, the child begins to develop a basic 

command of reason, imagination, and sympathetic rhetoric as a result of his interactions with family 

members. However, Smith admits that young children are seldom corrected by their parents because of 

their “indulgent partiality.”62 After a certain age, the child enters society and must immediately learn 

how to sympathize with his play-mates in an attempt to gain their friendship. This is the child’s first 

introduction to the life-long “school of self-command.”. According to Smith, “It [the child] studies to be 

more and more master of itself, and begins to exercise over its own feelings a discipline which the 

practice of the longest life is very seldom sufficient to bring into complete perfection.”63 As life 

progresses, the individual must attempt to achieve a balance between humanity and self-command, 

which requires habitual practice and diverse experiences. However, people tend to choose leisurely and 
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tranquil experiences that breed the soft, amiable virtue of humanity at the expense of the “hardships, 

dangers, injuries, and misfortunes” that promote self-command.64  Ultimately, the duration of one’s 

life—from the home, to school life, to work, and eventually death—is spent in the pursuit of intellectual 

and moral development in hopes of frequently sympathizing with others.  

 

2. Vocational Education 

 Due to Smith’s vivid description of the “mental mutilation” caused by the division of labor in 

Book V of WN, treatments of Smith’s educational thought tend to ignore his more positive portrayal of 

the mental effects of specialization in Book I. While scholars like Christopher Winch distinguish 

between the intellectual skill involved in designing the specialized production process and the 

monotonous physical labor required for the performance of each minute task, others like Weinstein point 

to Smith’s claim that “men are much more likely to discover easier and readier methods of attaining any 

object, when the whole attention of their minds is directed toward that single object…”65 Smith takes 

this point even further when he compares the results of philosophical specialization to the specialization 

of common labor: “the subdivision of employment in philosophy, as well as in every other business, 

improves dexterity, and saves time. Each individual becomes more expert in his own particular 

branch…”66 Although moderate specialized labor can promote the development of reason and 

imagination, Smith understands that excessive specialization leads to the repetition of a single task and, 

in doing so, arrogates the cognitive dimensions of labor. Thus, when “men of speculation” begin to 

design the “machines” by which each task is optimized, the worker is limited to the performance of a 

                                                        
64 Smith, TMS, III.3.37. 
65 Smith, WN, I.i.8. See: C. Winch, ‘Two Rival Conceptions of Vocational Education: Adam Smith 
and Friedrich List’, Oxford Review of Education XXIV (1998), pp. 365-378; Weinstein, Smith’s 
Pluralism, p. 192. 
66 Smith, WN, I.i.9. 



 21 

simple task that takes little thought to complete. This process leads to mental decay and affects the 

intellectual and moral well-being of the worker.  

 Nonetheless, it is incorrect to assume that Smith disassociates specialized labor from intellectual 

development. Rather, he views the division of labor as a practice that can spark innovation and 

imagination in the minds of workers and develop their abilities to solve problems more efficiently. It is 

only when the task becomes mindless and instinctual that it leads to mental stagnation. In this sense, 

Smith presages Marx’s assertion that “It is the machine which possesses skill and strength in place of 

the worker…The worker’s activity, reduced to a mere abstraction of activity, is determined and regulated 

on all sides by the movement of the machinery.”67 Unfortunately, Smith never advances an explicit 

normative claim regarding the proper line between beneficial and detrimental specialization.  

 Smith is much clearer in his disapproval of vocational education in the form of long-term 

apprenticeships. His charges against the practice of exclusive trade guilds are economic in character and 

focus on the exclusion of poor workers and the exploitation of apprentices. First, Smith argues that 

arbitrary apprenticeships restrain competition and restrict workers’ mobility.68 Also, they bar lower-class 

workers from practicing certain trades by “increasing the expense of education” and requiring 

apprentices to support themselves throughout a seven-year educational process. Smith finds these 

restrictions ridiculous because “to explain to any young man, in the completest manner, how to apply 

the instruments and how to construct the machines, cannot well require more than the lessons of a few 

weeks: perhaps those of a few days…”69 Not only do these requirements prevent workers in non-

lucrative trades from changing their profession, but it renders apprentices “idle and worthless.”70 Finally, 

apprenticeships alienate workers from their only bargaining chip: their labor. By restricting access to 
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certain vocations, they violate “the property which every man has in his own labor” and encroaches on 

“the just liberty both of the workmen and of those who might be disposed to employ him.”71 

  Despite his distaste for the apprenticeship system, Smith maintains a more positive view of the 

mental effects of specialization than is typically assumed. Yet, he is aware that excessive 

specialization—which usurps the cognitive component of labor—leads to intellectual and moral decay. 

Thus, specialization cannot serve as a reliable or sufficient means of cognitive development. Instead, its 

detrimental psychological effects serve as the impetus for Smith’s institutional prescriptions for the 

education of the poor in commercial society. 

 

Institutional Education 

 Smith offers his most sustained treatment of institutional education in Book V of WN. For Smith, 

institutional education differs both across particular stages of development (household, public school, 

university, church) and between socioeconomic classes. As will be demonstrated, Smith’s vision of 

education for “humane” capitalism allows for the existence of inequalities and is not intended to secure 

egalitarian outcomes in intellectual and moral development between classes. Instead, he offers modest 

prescriptions for the education of the poor that are consistent with his skepticism of institutional 

authorities and his understanding that most cognitive development takes place via habitual experience 

and interaction outside the institutional sphere. Our aim in the remainder of this analysis will be to assess 

if (and to what extent) Smith’s prescriptions for the poor—when compared to his plan for the “middle 

and upper ranks”—meet the standards of cognitive development (i.e. reason and imagination) necessary 

for mutual sympathy both among the poor and between socioeconomic classes. 
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1. The Home 

 First, institutional education progresses according to the individual’s specific stage of life. For 

Smith, the home serves as the earliest institution for the education of children and it continues to operate 

alongside the public-school system until the child is no longer dependent on his parents for basic 

necessities. In TMS, Smith explains that “Domestic education is the institution of nature” and is, 

therefore, an essential part of childhood development. Although a great deal of informal education takes 

place in the home, it is still an institutional environment in which parents impart concrete knowledge 

(language, manual skills, behavioral norms) and set standards for proper conduct that are intended to 

shape behavior via habit. In shifting from observation to prescription, Smith argues that “respect for you 

[parents] must always impose a very useful restraint upon their conduct.”72 If the parent wishes to render 

the child “dutiful, kind, and affectionate” they must “educate them in [their] own house.”73 Importantly, 

Smith does not conceive of an innate connection between parents and children. As he puts it, “the force 

of blood…which near relations are supposed to conceive for one another…exists no-where but in 

tragedies and romances”74 Rather, what one might call filial or paternal “affection” is, for Smith, a 

product of “nothing but habitual sympathy” born out of “the confidential openness and ease, which 

naturally take place in the conversation of those who have lived long and familiarly with one another.”75 

As a result, the “general rule” of honoring one’s father and mother has “slender authority” when 

unaccompanied by prolonged and intimate relations.76   

 Domestic education does not cease when the child enters the public-school system. Rather, 

parents should monitor their child’s development, correct the shortcomings in their public education, 
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and train them “at length to become useful members of society.”77 Thus, Smith is critical of “the 

education of boys at distant great schools, of young men at distant colleges, of young ladies in distant 

nunneries and boarding schools,” which has stunted the educational growth and behavioral development 

of children by depriving them of parental instruction and correction.78 When parents abandon their role 

as monitors of their child’s learning outcomes and behavioral development, the task falls to their 

teachers, who dedicate less time to them and care little for them. Similarly, Smith argues that a child 

who travels abroad at the age of 17 or 18 “commonly returns home more conceited, more unprincipled, 

more dissipated, and more incapable of any serious application either to study or to business, then he 

could well have become in so short a time, had he lived at home.”79 Any lessons or useful skills learned 

from “the inspection and control of his parents…” are dulled or eliminated by lack of discipline and 

proper education.80 Thus, the home serves as a key institution for the dissemination of knowledge via 

parental instruction and discipline. It both prepares the child for future success and serves as a quality-

assurance monitor as the child progresses through the public education system.  

Smith’s treatment of domestic education offers initial evidence of the deep class-divisions in his 

educational prescriptions. After explaining the importance of parental input in children’s intellectual and 

moral development, Smith paints a somber picture of the home life of poor children:  

They have little time to spare for education. Their parents can scarce afford to maintain 

them even in infancy. As soon as they are able to work they must apply some trade by 

which they can earn their subsistence…[This] leaves them little leisure and less 

inclination to apply to, or even to think of, anything else.81  
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Ultimately, this lack of domestic interaction and parental input in the formative education of poor 

children presents a barrier to their intellectual and sympathetic development that is not faced by children 

of the middle and upper classes. Although Smith acknowledges this inequality, he refrains from offering 

any positive prescriptions for increased parental involvement in the lives of poor children. Instead, he 

looks to institutionalized primary-school education as a means of rectifying this deficiency. 

 

2. Public and Private Schools (Primary and University Education)  

 Like domestic education, Smith’s treatment of schools and universities in Book V of WN is 

intentionally divided along class lines. Smith accepts the inevitability of class divisions in commercial 

society and thus acknowledges the necessity of providing separate institutional models for the education 

of the upper/middle classes and the working poor.82 These distinct plans account for differences in leisure 

time and financial resources across classes, which dictate the learning capacities and educational needs 

of each group. 

  According to Smith, those of the upper and middle classes have ample time to “acquire, or at 

least to fit themselves for afterwards acquiring, every accomplishment which can recommend them to 

the public esteem…if they are not always properly educated, it is seldom from the want of expense.”83 

Furthermore, once they have entered into their profession, “they generally have a good deal of leisure, 

during which they may perfect…every branch either of useful or ornamental knowledge.”84 In this 

respect, the well-off not only have the resources to acquire the skills necessary for success in commercial 

society, but they also possess the leisure time necessary to enhance these skills and further their 

intellectual and moral growth. Recall that in Smith’s account of epistemological development, leisure is 

the primary variable separating the superstitious “savage” from the proto-philosopher. Similarly, 
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possessing sufficient time to cultivate the rational and imaginative faculties that underpin the 

sympathetic virtues of humanity and self-command can separate the most hardened “ruffian” from the 

mature sympathizer.  

 Conversely, the common poor can hardly spare the expense of basic public education for their 

children. Smith notes in LJ(B) that “a boy of 6 or 7 years” can earn up to 6 pence per day to contribute 

to the family income.85 Void of education or parental instruction, the poor child enters into a specialized 

task that is “generally so simple and uniform as to give little exercise to the understanding.”86 Because 

of the difficult and all-consuming nature of his labor, the child has very little time or energy to pursue 

his intellectual development.87 What results is a disturbing portrait of intellectual stagnation, described 

by Smith in vivid detail: 

The man whose whole life is spent in performing a few simple operations, of which the 

effects are, perhaps, always the same, or very nearly the same, has no occasion to exert 

his understanding…He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion, and 

generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to 

become. The torpor of his mind renders him not only incapable of relishing or bearing a 

part in any rational conversation, but of conceiving any generous, noble, or tender 

sentiment, and consequently of forming any just judgment concerning many even of the 

ordinary duties of private life.88  

 

The heightened specialization and compartmentalization of labor in commercial society, although the 

cause of great national wealth, is also a fundamental impediment to the well-being and happiness of the 

poor.  
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 Acknowledging the distinct educational needs of the upper-middle classes and the poor, Smith’s 

prescriptions for reform involve the development of two separate institutional systems: privately run 

schools (or private tutors) for the well-off and partially government-funded parish schools for the poor. 

We will now analyze each prescribed system with a specific focus on 1) the content and quality of 

education (curriculum) offered and 2) the extent to which each system prepares the child for “success” 

in commercial society.  

 When addressing the role of schools and universities in the education and development of the 

upper class, Smith criticizes the common practice of furnishing teachers with public endowments and 

permanent teaching appointments. Instructors who are paid regardless of the quality or content of their 

lectures have little motivation to perform their duties in a respectable manner. Rather, “his interest is, in 

this case, set as directly in opposition to his duty.”89 Smith goes so far as to say that most of the professors 

at Oxford have “given up altogether even the pretense of teaching.”90 Interestingly, Smith views this 

apathy as an inevitable product of public endowments rather than a fundamental flaw in the character of 

the teachers themselves. To illustrate this point, Smith employs the principle of competition as 

understood in the realm of economics. In every specialized profession, the individual worker will only 

exert himself to the minimum extent necessary to earn his subsistence from it. Thus, in a teaching market 

where competition is rendered non-existent by public endowments, there is little motivation—besides 

reputation or dignity—to “execute one’s work with a certain degree of exactness.”91  

 This lack of competition also applies to the practice of requiring degrees from specific 

universities as prerequisites for entry into “professional” trades like law and medicine. Such practices 

ensure that the universities remain open irrespective of their quality and continue to grant salaries to 
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teachers regardless of their skill.92 Furthermore, Smith criticizes the schools and universities for failing 

to teach practical subjects that promote students’ ability to succeed in commercial society. Instead, they 

peddle “a mere useless and pedantick heap of sophistry and nonsense,”93 that “does not seem to be the 

most proper preparation for business.”94 Again, Smith attributes this lack of practicality to university 

endowments. If guaranteed salaries ceased to exist, “no system, no science would be taught for which 

there was not some demand.”95 

 With these criticisms in mind, Smith turns to the ancients as a means of illustrating his plan for 

reform. In short, the Greeks and Romans exercised an informal system of universal private education 

that involved instruction in physical exercise, music (just the Greeks), military training, morals, and 

basic reading, writing, and arithmetic.96 For the “better sort of people among those nations” the private 

education system allowed individual instructors to compete with one another for pupils.97 As a result, 

the quality of education was brought “to a very high degree of perfection.”98 On the basis of this ancient 

precedent, Smith prescribes a system of commercial competition between private institutions/tutors. If 

teachers are forced to compete with one another for business—akin to all other privatized professions—

then students can choose for themselves what they should learn. Smith supports his plan with two pieces 

of evidence. First, he asserts that the parts of one’s education that are not taught in public institutions—
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fencing, riding, dancing— are “generally the best taught.”99 Second, Smith places faith in the ability of 

the student to judge their own educational needs: “No discipline is ever requisite to force attendance 

upon lectures which are really worth the attending.”100 Ultimately, Smith avoids making programmatic 

statements on the content or curriculum to be taught in private schools and universities because he is 

confident that the principle of supply and demand will generate effective and useful instruction.101 

 As noted, Smith perceives a distinction in educational needs between classes. While a private 

education system that operates on the basis of student fees is ideal for the well-off, Smith admits that the 

working poor require special government intervention to ensure their basic education:   

 In some cases, the state of the society necessarily places the greater part of individuals 

in such a situation as naturally form in them without any attention of government, almost 

all the abilities which that state requires, or perhaps can admit of. In other cases, the state 

of the society does not place the greater part of the individual in such situations and some 

attention of the government is necessary.102  

 

Commercial society, which falls into the latter category, is unique in that the very practice that stands to 

augment the living conditions (wages) of the common people—the division of labor—also contributes 

to their mental “ignorance and stupidity.”103 According to Smith, the “liberal reward of labor”—the 

result of increased workers’ wages and the cause of increased population—is the primary measure of 
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national “wealth.”104 The health and prosperity of the common laborer is critical, for Smith, because a 

society cannot be said to flourish when “the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable.”105 

However, Smith acknowledges in Book 5 of WN that increasing wages and increasing population are 

not, in fact, sufficient measures of the well-being of the masses. The mental indolence engendered by 

excessive specialization is a sign that the happiness and well-being “of the far greater part” cannot be 

secured by increases in wages and living conditions alone. As a result, Smith prescribes his own plan 

for the education of the poor that accepts the necessity of government intervention in the service of 

humane ends. Ultimately, it will be shown that Smith’s plan is successful on many fronts—it raises the 

material and psychological conditions of poor workers and allows for the development of independent 

judgment. Nevertheless, it is not extensive or robust enough to meet the standards of mutual sympathy 

detailed above. 

 In Book V, Smith’s suggested reforms operate on the assumption that the masses possess neither 

the time nor the economic resources necessary to secure their children’s education. In the absence of 

government support, poor children lack access to the institutions—the home and the school— necessary 

to cultivate their cognitive faculties. Thus, Smith advocates for a new type of educational institution—

one that is jointly financed by government funds and a small fee on the part of parents. More expressly, 

Smith explains that: 

The public can facilitate this acquisition by establishing in every parish or district, a little 

school, where children may be taught for a reward so moderate, that even a common 

labourer may afford it; the master being partly but not wholly paid by the public; because 
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if he is wholly, or even principally paid by it, he would soon learn to neglect his 

business.106       

Although such schools will fall short of offering the level of instruction received by “people of some 

rank or fortune,” Smith thinks that parish schools can provide for “the most essential parts of education” 

before the child must enter the commercial labor force.107 But what exactly constitutes “the most 

essential parts” of education? For Smith, the foundational subjects of reading, writing, and “accounting” 

can be taught at an early age.108 Furthermore, he calls for students to read books that are “a little more 

instructive,” rather than introducing a “smattering of Latin” or other useless topics. By “instructive,” 

Smith means the more practical subjects of “geometry and mechaniks,” which introduce the student to 

“the most sublime as well as the most useful sciences.” Ultimately, Smith suggests that a basic 

knowledge of the “sublime and useful sciences” can be augmented over time by applying it to one’s 

daily trade.109  

 Because Smith is vague on the exact content of the “sublime and useful sciences,” scholars have 

advanced varying interpretations of their depth and importance. Haakonssen argues that Smith’s 

reference to “sublime and useful sciences” is not “concerned with any positive standard of education” 

and, instead, is limited to “preventing men from becoming ‘mutilated and deformed’ in the proper use 

of their intellectual faculties.”110 Similarly, Campbell and Skinner highlight that Smith’s references to 

geometry in his other works—most notably the Lectures on Jurisprudence—are always discussed in the 

practical sense of the term.111 Ultimately, this narrow interpretation of the scope and intentions of 

Smith’s curriculum downplays his use of the term “sublime” to describe the “sciences” learned via 
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“geometry and mechaniks.” I suggest that Smith’s differentiation between “sublime” and “useful” 

implies a more expansive role for these subjects in 1) providing poor workers with “ornamental 

knowledge” as a means of mental stimulation during mundane task-work and 2) introducing students to 

the basic exercise of reason and imagination—the faculties that underpin political, economic, and moral 

judgment. On the topic of “ornamental” knowledge, Weinstein demonstrates that Smith does not include 

“imaginative literature” in his list of subjects, but he does mention that “geometry and mechaniks” will 

render the literary education of the poor “as complete as it can be.”112 Because Smith is clearly motivated 

to offset the “mental torpor” that results from mindless taskwork, it is possible that these subjects are 

intended to provide some form of “ornamental knowledge” that is pleasurable for its own sake. On the 

second point, Eric Schliesser argues that the “sublime” sciences are intended to inculcate cognitive skills 

like “abstraction” and the formulation of “general ideas” that are integral to judgment.113 Although 

Schliesser goes too far in comparing Smith’s “sublime” sciences to abstract geometrical reasoning, it 

seems highly plausible that Smith is concerned with laying the foundations for the development of 

independent judgment outside the institutional sphere. This outcome is in keeping with Smith’s concern 

that poor workers are incapable of “forming any just judgment concerning many even of the ordinary 

duties of private life.”114  

 Smith concludes his prescriptions for parish schools by positing two means by which the public 

can first “encourage” and then “impose” the acquisition of basic education. First, children can be 

“encouraged” to attend school by receiving small monetary prizes and badges of distinction. Smith 

borrows this idea from the Greek and Roman practice of distributing money and honors for excellence 

in “military and gymnastic exercises.”115 If the promise of praise or reward is insufficient, Smith claims 

that the state should require a mandatory test of general competency to enter into any trade or acquire 
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“freedom in any corporation.”116 Although the imposition of mandatory requirements for labor implies 

a potential threat to workers freedom and occupational mobility117, we can assume that these exams are 

not intended to be arduous or exclusionary, given the young age of students and the short duration of 

parish-school education.     

 Ultimately, any attempt to assess the character and limitations of Smith’s plan must examine its 

intended outcomes. Although Smith never systematically catalogs the aims of his proposed system, a 

close analysis of the text reveals positive outcomes on three levels. First, basic education is intended to 

prevent poor children from succumbing to the “gross ignorance and stupidity which, in civilized 

societies, seem so frequently to benumb the understandings of all the inferior ranks of people.”118 At the 

most fundamental level, Smith’s prescriptions are designed to redeem the dignity and respectability of 

the common worker by allowing them “the proper use of the intellectual faculties of man.” In this sense, 

government-funded public schooling has a positive psychological effect on the “inferior ranks of 

people,” which—in turn— humanizes the labor process and improves their prospects for future 

intellectual and moral development. Additionally, it improves the “courage of his mind” and promotes 

“martial virtues” that may be required in times of war.119 Ultimately, Smith claims that the government 

has an obligation to secure this basic standard of intellectual dignity, even if “the state was to derive no 

advantage from the instruction of the inferior ranks.”120 

 Second, the introduction of “sublime and useful sciences” via geometry and mechanics 

(discussed above) has the dual effect of 1) providing “ornamental knowledge” and 2) promoting the 

basic exercise of reason and imagination. Although Smith implies that these subjects will improve one’s 
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understanding of their labor and increase net productivity, Smith’s endorsement of government-funded 

schooling is not motivated by economic concerns.121 Instead, Smith uses geometry and mechanics to 

promote the cognitive faculties (reason and imagination) necessary to 1) engage in “rational 

conversation,” 2) conceive “generous, noble, and tender sentiments,” and 3) form “just judgments 

concerning the ordinary duties of private life.”122 The fact that Smith’s curriculum is so modest and 

ambiguous reveals his skepticism of institutional authorities and his understanding that reason and 

imagination cannot be fully taught in the classroom environment. Nevertheless, there is sufficient 

evidence to conclude that geometry and mechanics are meant to introduce poor children to cognitive 

skills (i.e. imaginative projection and rational deliberation) that must be developed outside the 

institutional sphere.  

 Finally, parish school education is meant to root out “the delusions of enthusiasm and 

superstition, which, among ignorant nations, frequently occasions the most cheerful disorders” by 

promoting the development of political and religious judgment and making the poor feel “more 

respectable.”123 When the masses perceive themselves to be respected and acknowledged by their 

superiors (i.e., the upper class and the state), they are less likely to accept superstitious dogmas, engage 

in factional conflict, or challenge the actions of the state.124 On the surface, it seems that Smith is merely 

concerned with promoting deference to government authority. However, his description of the active 

judgment exercised by an “instructed and intelligent” people reveals otherwise:  

They are more disposed to examine, and more capable of seeing through, the interested 

complaints of faction and sedition…In free countries, where the safety of government 

depends very much upon the favorable judgment which the people may form of its 
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conduct, it must surely be of the highest importance that they should not be disposed to 

judge rashly or capriciously concerning it.125 

Ultimately, Smith’s use of phrases like examine, seeing through, and favorable judgment implies the 

exercise of reason and imagination to make active and informed political decisions. 

  This final positive outcome of Smith’s educational proposals is connected to his prescriptions 

for continuing education. In a section entitled “The institutions for the instruction of all ages,” Smith 

devotes his attention to the role of organized religion in commercial society and the utility of fostering a 

plurality of sects. Although most scholars avoid labeling Smith as an atheist, the character of his religious 

beliefs and their influence on his thought are continually debated in the literature. On one end, Smith is 

characterized as a religious skeptic à la Hume.126 On the other, he is described as a proponent of various 

shades of natural theology or enlightenment deism.127 In a recent treatment of Smith’s relationship to 

Hume on the subject of religion, Dennis Rasmussen labels Smith a “skeptical deist (as opposed to an 

outright skeptic like Hume)” who possibly “retained a belief in a distant, perhaps benevolent, higher 

power.”128 For the purposes of this study, I will restrict my discussion to Smith’s thoughts on organized 

religion as a form of continuing “institutional” education.  

 Smith is critical of the dogmatic doctrines and superstitious beliefs taught in the churches of his 

day. Yet, he admits that religion can either serve as a key component of moral education—when practiced 

moderately—or can lead to a “very gross perversion of our natural sentiments” in cases where “false 
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notions of religion” engender fanaticism.129 For Smith, “religion even in its rudest form, gave sanction 

to the rules of morality, long before the age of artificial reasoning or philosophy.”130 Although religious 

education is meant, “not so much to render the people good citizens in this world, as to prepare them for 

another and a better world in a life to come,” religious institutions—in theory—can serve the earthly, 

practical purpose of reinforcing moral norms131 and allowing people a space in which to improve their 

moral judgment through continual social interactions. To prevent the widespread fanaticism resulting 

from “false notions,” Smith suggests that religious sects should be allowed to proliferate and thus be 

forced to compete with one another for followers. This heightened competition serves an explicit purpose 

for Smith: “That zeal must be altogether innocent where the society is divided into two or three hundred, 

or perhaps into as many thousand small sects of which no one could be considerable enough to disturb 

the publick tranquility.132 In this sense, religious teachers who—in a system of one or two dominant 

sects—might be inclined to teach superstitious and fanatical doctrines, must now “learn that candour and 

moderation which is so seldom to be found among the teachers of those great sects.”133 What results is a 

natural gravitation toward “that pure, and rational religion, free from every mixture of absurdity, 

imposture, or fanaticism.”134 The ideal religious education is one that teaches doctrines that run parallel 

to—rather than contradict—the skills of reason and imagination acquired in the school setting and 

developed through the frequent exercise of one’s practical judgment. Unfortunately, Smith’s treatment 

of continuing education in the church environment does not specify 1) what this moderate/rational 

religious teaching might look like or 2) whether churches will be divided by class or include a co-

mingling of the upper and lower classes. Thus, we cannot conclude that it improves one’s prospects for 

mutual sympathy. At best, moderate religious education protects against fanaticism, improves practical 
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judgment, and reinforces rationality, imagination, and the sympathetic virtues. However, it cannot be 

expected to enhance mutual sympathy among the poor or between classes in any meaningful way.  

 Before we critique Smith’s educational schema, we must first address two alternative 

interpretations of the scope and character of his prescriptions. Weinstein and Fleischacker each advance 

more expansive and egalitarian readings of Smith’s educational prescriptions that hinge on his call for 

“the study of science and philosophy” as a bulwark against the “unsociable and disagreeably rigorous 

morals” of certain religious sects (WN V.i.g.14).135 However, an examination of their arguments reveals 

a curious disregard for Smith’s distinction between classes and the education that each is capable of 

receiving.  

 Weinstein claims that Smith does, in fact, advance “positive curricular suggestions” for the 

education of “the masses” in his discussion of potential methods for reducing religious fanaticism. He 

interprets Smith as advocating for the “instruction of the masses in science and philosophy” at regular 

intervals after the completion of their basic education in the parish school.136 However, Weinstein omits 

an essential element of Smith’s argument in this passage. Smith does not advocate for the study of 

science and philosophy “among the masses,” but rather “the study of science and philosophy, which the 

state might render almost universal among all people of the middling rank or more middling rank and 

fortune…”137 Thus, Smith limits these subjects to the middle and upper classes who possess sufficient 

money and leisure to pursue such studies.  

 Similarly, Fleischacker speculates that Smith might think “that academics [should] be required 

to share their research, in public forums, with ordinary workers.”138 To support this claim, he also refers 

to Smith’s suggestion that the state should “render almost universal among all people of middling or 

more than middling rank” the study of science and philosophy. He concludes by arguing that Smith 
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thought that the academy of his day could weed out superstition by “filter(ing)” science “throughout 

society.”139 In advancing this claim, Fleischacker also neglects to address Smith’s distinction between 

classes and in particular his claim that science and philosophy should be taught only to “the middling or 

more than middling rank.” Fleischacker uses the terms “ordinary workers” and “society” when 

discussing who might be taught science and philosophy by “academics” despite the fact that neither of 

these terms is limited to the middle and upper classes. Finally, both Weinstein and Fleischacker cite 

Smith’s claim that “Science is the great antidote to the poison of enthusiasm and superstition,” but 

choose to omit the important latter half of the quotation: “and where all superior ranks of people were 

secured from it, the inferior ranks could not be much exposed to it."140 Thus, in actuality, Smith argues 

that the middle and upper classes should learn science and philosophy so as to prevent superstitious 

beliefs. The “inferior ranks,” on the other hand, will only benefit indirectly from this teaching by no 

longer being exposed to superstitious dogmas. In omitting this portion of the text, both authors minimize 

the fact that Smith’s educational prescriptions are divided along class lines and that Smith accepts 

inegalitarian outcomes in intellectual and moral development. On the whole, recent work on Smith’s 

educational thought tends to obscure these deep class-divisions in an effort to portray a more egalitarian 

Smith.141  

 

THE INADEQUACY OF SMITH’S EDUCATIONAL PRESCRIPTIONS  

 In full view of our discussion of Smith’s theory of moral development, his philosophy of 

education, and his prescriptions for educational reform in commercial society, we can now demonstrate 

the inability of Smith’s proposed educational system to meet the standards of imperfect mutual 
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sympathy. In this section, I will show how Smith’s proposal—despite its various positive outcomes—

presents concrete barriers to mutual sympathy by accepting an inegalitarian, class-divided educational 

system. Although Smith assumes that the cognitive faculties that underlie mutual sympathy can be 

independently cultivated outside the institutional sphere, his prescriptions are not extensive enough to 

allow poor workers to meet the demanding epistemic standards for imperfect mutual sympathy or to 

bridge the gap between the unequal educations afforded to the “common rank” and the “middle and 

upper ranks.” More specifically, we will discuss how Smith’s plan fails to 1) adequately cultivate reason 

and imagination, 2) ensure sufficient experience and social interaction, and 3) address the problem of 

inadequate leisure time and material resources. Each of these shortcomings can be traced to Smith’s 

skepticism of top-down government policy and his respect for the experiential character of moral 

development. Our careful analysis of these deficiencies will inform a broader critique of Smith’s 

indifference to the significant class-based inequalities that pervade his proposed system. Ultimately, 

Smith’s “education” for humane capitalism fails on its own terms because it does not allow for mutual 

sympathy among the poor or between classes, which limits the “happiness” of all and threatens social 

cohesion.  

 Before we begin, it will be helpful to recall the specific standards for imperfect mutual sympathy 

detailed above. The sympathizer must 1) gather and evaluate context- knowledge, 2) judge the propriety 

of actions/passions, 3) enter into the perspective of the person principally concerned or the impartial 

spectator, 4) assess the distance between the passions of the observer and the actor, and 5) exercise 

sympathetic virtues to modulate his emotional pitch. Although none of these tasks need to be performed 

perfectly to achieve “concord” with another, they must all be satisfied to an average degree if the pleasure 

of sympathy is ever to be felt.   

 On a basic level, Smith’s prescriptions cannot ensure the adequate cultivation of reason and 

imagination required to develop the sympathetic virtues of humanity and self-command outside the 

institutional sphere. As noted, leisure and material security are necessary conditions for the maturation 
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of cognitive faculties. The first proto-philosophers superseded their fellow savages by securing the time 

and resources necessary to engage in the contemplation of natural phenomena. Similarly, in TMS, Smith 

describes the development of reason and imagination in the context of mutual sympathy as a process of 

constant reflection on past experiences and present circumstances. However, the poor child—even under 

Smith’s public education plan—will be unable to sufficiently develop these faculties for three reasons. 

First, the child receives no guidance or correction in the domestic sphere because their parents “can 

scarce afford to maintain them even in infancy.”142 This lack of parental guidance and early introduction 

to sympathetic judgment will impede the development of their mental faculties and—in turn—limit their 

capacity for humanity and self-command. Ultimately, Smith’s unwillingness to call for a more robust 

parental presence can be attributed to his skepticism of large-scale government intervention. Improving 

the domestic education of poor children would require universal restrictions on workers’ hours, reduce 

productive output, and threaten the occupational mobility of workers.  

 Second, once the child has entered the parish school, they have a very short window of 

opportunity [until age 6 or 7] to acquire basic skills of reading, writing, and accounting and learn 

“geometry and mechanicks.” Again, Smith is hesitant to extend the length of parish school education 

beyond early childhood because this would require the imposition of top-down government policies that 

are inconsistent with the realities of working-class life. If we recall, poor children must “apply some 

trade” and earn their own subsistence as soon as they are physically able to work. Smith is ultimately 

skeptical of any centralized policy directives that do not accommodate these realities or respect 

individual autonomy. Finally, Smith’s modest curricular prescriptions for parish schools only allow for 

“reading, writing, and arithmetic” and “geometry and mechanicks.” As noted, Smith intends these 

subjects to introduce children to the “sublime and useful sciences,” which (if we are charitable to Smith) 

facilitate the basic cultivation of reason and imagination. Yet, after receiving the “elementary parts” of 
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these subjects, “the literary education of this rank of people would perhaps be as complete as can be.”143 

Although this brief education prevents “mental mutilation” and lays the groundwork for independent 

judgment, it is difficult to envision how such a nominal formal education can satisfy the level of rational 

and imaginative development requisite for mutual sympathy. Even if the earliest seeds of reason and 

imagination are introduced at this stage, Smith says very little about how they might be nurtured and 

further cultivated once the child enters the workforce.  

 Next, the insufficient range of experiences and lack of opportunities for social interaction 

available to the poor impede their sympathetic development. Recall that experience and memory are 

critical to the functioning of imagination in the sympathetic process. To identify with another’s passion, 

we must first recall an experience of our own that approximates it. For poor workers, their range of 

experience is limited to a narrow existence spent performing “one or two very simple operations.”144 

Ultimately, Smith’s educational prescriptions do little to expand the present or future experiences 

available to the poor. Instead of introducing them to opportunities outside the realm of remedial task-

work, Smith’s proposal is specifically designed for children who will live and die in the mundane world 

of specialized task-work. While he does introduce “geometry and mechanics” as “ornamental 

knowledge” to halt the onset of “mental torpor,” the intellectual and literary education afforded by the 

parish school is not extensive enough to promote a well-developed imagination. Weinstein argues that 

that, for Smith, “the study of arts, and literature…are necessary for moral education,” and, yet, he “does 

not include literature or arts in his discussion of public schooling.”145 Furthermore, Smith’s plan does 

little to promote the early and continual social interactions that are needed to develop one’s sympathetic 

faculties. As noted, the child has very little contact with his parents during the earliest stages of 

development and the parish school is not interactive or communal in any sense. Also, the teacher cannot 
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serve as a stand-in for the parent because he will never be familiar enough with the child to form any 

affective connection to him. Although Smith thinks that most social interaction occurs outside the 

institutional setting, the child has limited time to make connections or pursue social contact prior to 

entering the labor force. The only space where interpersonal relationships might be cultivated is in the 

church setting, but Smith is not explicit on this account. Taken together, the narrow scope of the parish 

school curriculum coupled with the lack of experiences and opportunities for social integration available 

to the poor significantly limits their sympathetic development. 

 Finally, Smith’s plan for the education of the poor—both in the parish school and beyond—

never addresses the issue of leisure-time. As mentioned, Smith sees “leisure” as essential to the 

cultivation of intellectual and moral capacities. Mutual sympathy requires a time-consuming process of 

trial and error and habitual reflection on past and present experiences. Yet, Smith never advocates for 

increased leisure-time for the poor in his discussion of necessary government intervention. The poor 

laborer under Smith’s system has little time or energy to develop his cognitive faculties to the level 

required for imperfect or “average” mutual sympathy. Although Smith’s plan prevents “mental 

mutilation” and promotes independent judgment, it does not meet the temporal standards required to 

adequately cultivate reason and imagination outside the institutional sphere. As a result, the poor will 

continue to face impediments to the attainment of mutual sympathy. The equation is straightforward: 

the less time one dedicates to developing their sympathetic faculties, the less they will be able to achieve 

mutual sympathy with their fellow human beings.  

 Ultimately, this analysis demonstrates that mutual sympathy—even in its imperfect form—is 

unlikely to be attained under Smith’s plan because it does not go far enough in ameliorating the temporal 

and material deficiencies that impede sympathetic development. Although Smith is clearly committed 

to improving the material and intellectual conditions of the poor, his educational prescriptions fall short 

of securing their “happiness” and flourishing in the form of habitual mutual sympathy.  
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 This failure speaks to the broader issue of Smith’s acceptance of fundamental inequalities in his 

class-based educational system, which poses an insurmountable barrier to mutual sympathy between 

classes. Weinstein serves as the standard-bearer for scholars who wish to locate a theory of pluralism 

and social unity in Smith’s thought. His argument hinges on the notion that “a particular account of 

human rationality underpins [Smith’s] moral psychology and political economy.” 146 From this premise, 

Weinstein concludes that reason—and a common rational language—can promote mutual sympathy 

between individuals of different socioeconomic classes and in doing so cultivate an atmosphere of social 

unity in which all people can flourish. While this basic premise is sound, Weinstein underestimates the 

extent and depth of class divisions in Smith’s educational proposal. As shown, Smith formulates two 

different educational tracks for the poor and the middle-upper classes. Contrary to more egalitarian 

readings of Smith’s educational prescriptions147, Smith does not intend for the poor to be taught 

philosophy or any other “ornamental” subject available to those of the privileged ranks. Although natural 

inequality is minimal, commercial society—with its infinitesimal degrees of specialization—breeds such 

disparities in intellectual and moral development across classes that the prospect of achieving mutual 

understanding via the “communal” reason of the impartial spectator is doubtful. Ultimately, this is 

problematic because Smith uses sympathy, and the impartial spectator in particular, to tame the 

dangerous human impulse to persuade (or exploit) others.  

 If Smith’s proposal is an attempt to alleviate class-divisions and promote mutual sympathy, it is 

not up to the task. Those of higher rank and fortune 1) receive an objectively superior education, 2) enjoy 

leisure time and stable domestic lives, 3) engage in experiences that are foreign to poor workers, and 4) 

develop distinct economic and social interests.148 What emerges is a portrait of two separate bodies of 
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citizens with little common ground on which to pursue mutual sympathy. What emerges is a portrait of 

two separate bodies of citizens with little common ground on which to pursue mutual sympathy. The 

problem of class stratification is exacerbated by Smith’s notion of what Fonna Forman-Barzilai terms 

“diminishing circles of sympathy.” Smith relies on the Stoic concept of oikeiosis to explain that “human 

affection weakens as it radiates outward in degrees from itself.”149 Thus, the quality of one’s sympathetic 

judgments is influenced by both physical and affective proximity. As Smith claims, “Men though 

naturally sympathetic, feel so little for another, with whom they have no particular connexion…”150 In 

a physical sense, this connection is cultivated through shared experiences, communication, and contact. 

Yet, even if those of different classes operate in the same physical space, they must overcome issues of 

affective distance stemming from differences in intellectual development, material interests, and social 

status. In LJ(A), Smith highlights that the “nobleman” who lives in constant contact with his servant has 

more difficulty “feeling with” him than the “common farmer” because “the disproportion betwixt 

them…is so great that he will hardly look on him as being of the same kind.”151 Although the impartial 

spectator—as a third-party arbiter—is meant to combat issues of physical and affective distance, 

successful moral spectatorship is predicated on the cultivation of reason and imagination. As 

demonstrated, Smith’s educational proposals do not allow for the “adequate” development of these 

faculties among the poor. Ultimately, the failure of Smith’s system to allow for mutual sympathy 

between classes does little to improve the happiness or flourishing of the poor. Their sphere of potential 

sympathizers is narrowed and, more importantly, they are left open to exploitation by those of “the 

greater rank” who have little concern for their well-being beyond their capacity to generate profit.  
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CONCLUSION 

 In this study, I have attempted to provide a comprehensive analysis of Smith’s educational 

philosophy that demonstrates the inadequacy of his educational prescriptions to meet the epistemic 

standards of mutual sympathy. Contrary to recent scholarship that downplays Smith’s skepticism of 

institutional authorities and his acquiescence to various forms of inequality in commercial society, I 

have argued that Smith advances an “education” for humane capitalism that attempts to integrate 

conservative skepticism with a genuine commitment to the material and intellectual advancement of the 

working poor. As shown, Smith’s prescriptions for government-funded schooling for the poor are not 

designed to produce mature sympathizers or to secure egalitarian outcomes in intellectual and moral 

development between classes. He understands that the mental faculties that facilitate mutual sympathy 

(reason and imagination) cannot be fully developed in the institutional sphere and he is wary of broad-

based government policies that restrict the mobility and independence of workers. Instead, his plan is 

intended to satisfy the more modest aims of 1) preventing mental mutilation and 2) securing the base-

line intellectual skills required to develop independent judgment (economic, political, and moral) outside 

the institutional sphere. In this sense, Smith advances an alternative vision of humane capitalism that 

acknowledges the necessity of moderate government intervention, while also respecting the autonomy 

of individuals.  

 Yet, as demonstrated, Smith’s vision fails on its own terms because it accepts significant class-

based inequalities in intellectual and moral education that impede mutual sympathy among the poor and 

between classes. Although Smith’s educational prescriptions secure various positive outcomes, they are 

not sufficiently comprehensive to 1) allow poor workers to meet the epistemic standards for imperfect 

mutual sympathy outside the institutional sphere or to 2) ameliorate the significant inequalities in the 

leisure time, material resources, parental involvement, and curricular content available to the poor and 

those of the “middle and upper ranks.” Despite this failure, Smith’s alternative approach to addressing 

the deleterious externalities of market-based capitalism should prompt us to think more deeply about 
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how we conceptualize “humane” capitalism and if a genuine commitment to the well-being of the poor 

can—in fact—be rectified with a conservative approach to state intervention. Ultimately, Smith points 

to the possibility of a “humane” capitalism that balances moderate government support with a 

fundamental respect for individual autonomy and a skepticism toward universal, top-down 

policymaking. However, his ultimate unawareness of (or indifference to) the educational disparities 

sustained by his classed-based proposals also demonstrates the danger of disregarding or accepting 

significant structural inequalities in capitalist societies.  

 

 


