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Prologue


‘The character of a man is never very striking nor makes any deep impression: It is a dull and lifeless thing, taken merely       by itself. It then only appears in perfection when it is called out into action.’

Adam Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and
 	
Belles Lettres, 17 January 1763


Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations was published on 9 March 1776. Although David Hume thought that ‘it requires too much thought’ to reach a wide audience, it immediately acquired a significant readership in political and intellectual circles in Edinburgh, London and Paris.1 Even Smith’s most intelligent critic, the former Governor of Massachusetts, Thomas Pownall, admitted that Smith had succeeded where everyone else had failed in creating ‘a system, that might fix some first principles in the most important of sciences, the knowledge of the human community, and its operations. That might become principia to the knowledge of politick operations; as Mathematicks are to Mechanicks, Astronomy, and the other Sciences.’2 The success of the Wealth of Nations transformed Smith’s life. It smoothed his path to a lucrative place on the Board of Customs in Scotland, a semi-sinecure which he characteristically treated seriously, attending as many meetings of the Board as possible and apologizing whenever he was unable to be present. It turned him into the most celebrated of Scotland’s enlightened literati, a man to be visited by cultural tourists on pilgrimage to Edinburgh, a man whose table-talk and eccentricities were to be cherished by locals. But in the 1780s failing health made worse by hypochondria, the death of his mother, with whom he had lived for much of his life, and the erosion of the small, tight-knit circle of lifelong friends among whom this sociable but deeply private man had lived, sapped his morale and intellectual energies and underlined what was becoming increasingly obvious – that the vast intellectual project to which he had devoted his life and of which the Wealth of Nations was only a part, would never be completed. For like Bacon and Hobbes, like the great natural jurists of the previous century, Grotius and Pufendorf, like his two mentors Francis Hutcheson and David Hume, like d’Alembert and the encyclopédistes he greatly admired, Smith believed that it was now possible to develop a genuine Science of Man based on the observation of human nature and human history; a science which would not only explain the principles of social and political organization to be found in different types of society, but would explain the principles of government and legislation that ought to be followed by enlightened rulers who wanted to extend the liberty and happiness of their subjects and the wealth and power of their dominions.

This great project had shaped the whole of Smith’s intellectual career. He had first learned about it from Hutcheson and Hume in the 1730s and 40s as a student at Glasgow University and at Balliol College, Oxford. He had laid the foundations of his own system in the lectures and papers he delivered in Edinburgh in 1748–51 and developed as Professor of Logic and Metaphysics (and later of Moral Philosophy) at Glasgow between 1751 and 1764. These writings ranged astonishingly widely, dealing with the principles of language, rhetoric, morals, jurisprudence, government, the fine arts and astronomy, subjects which, his friend and biographer Dugald Stewart noted, he invariably tackled by tracing their origins in human nature. Smith had published the first part of the superstructure of his science of man in 1759 in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, a theory which explained how men and women seek to satisfy their moral needs and learn to live at ease with themselves and the world around them, a theory of sociability as well as a theory of ethics, providing what was in effect an account of the moral economy of a recognizably modern civil society. The Wealth of Nations formed the second part of that superstructure. It offered an account of the political economy of the different types of civil society known to history, and a sharply focused analysis of the problems which modern governments faced in extending the wealth, liberty and happiness of their subjects at a time when the international order was being transformed by the expansion of empire and the growth of commerce. But the two final parts of this project, ‘a sort of Philosophical History of all the different branches of Literature, of Philosophy, Poetry and Eloquence’ and ‘a sort of theory and History of Law and Government’ were never completed. ‘The materials of both are in a great measure collected, and some Part of both is put in tollerable good order’, Smith wrote in 1785. ‘But the indolence of old age, tho’ I struggle violently against it, I feel coming fast upon me, and whether I shall ever be able to finish either is extremely uncertain.’3 He was then sixty-two and felt he had become an old man.

For Smith’s health was failing. Before setting out on his last trip to London in the spring of 1787 he asked his two future executors to visit him. These were old friends, the chemist Joseph Black and the geologist James Hutton, two great scientists who, like him, had glimpses of grander, unfulfilled scientific designs. Smith told them they were to destroy all of his lecture notes, ‘doing with the rest of his manuscripts what they pleased’. Two years later, and a few weeks before his death, he reminded them of what they were to do. Hutton told Dugald Stewart that


They entreated him to make his mind easy, as he might depend upon their fulfilling his desire. He was then satisfied. But    some days afterwards, finding his anxiety not entirely removed, he begged one of them to destroy the volumes immediately.    This accordingly was done; and his mind was so much relieved, that he was able to receive his friends in the evening with    his usual complacency.4


All that was left were seven unpublished essays on philosophical subjects that Smith seems to have tinkered with for most of his professional life. These were published posthumously by his executors and largely forgotten. As Stewart commented, ‘he seems to have wished that no materials should remain for his biographers, but what were furnished by the lasting monuments of his genius, and the exemplary worth of his private life’.5 He died on 17 July 1790, having done as much as was humanly possible to preserve his intellectual privacy.

Stewart blamed this archival bonfire on Smith’s fastidious distaste for unhoned arguments which would inevitably be misunderstood, would retard ‘the progress of truth’ and would tarnish his posthumous reputation.6 Smith certainly had an aesthete’s taste for intellectual elegance; having finished the Wealth of Nations (and polished it in three subsequent editions), he turned again to the Theory of Moral Sentiments to develop and refine the ethical implications of his theory of sociability. On top of this there was a lifelong love of intellectual systems and the esprit systématique he associated with true philosophical thinking and which he had learned to admire as a student at Glasgow studying mathematics, natural science and the Stoics. It was a quality he associated with the French and found lacking in the English. As he put it in one of his two contributions to the Edinburgh Review of 1755–6:


It seems to be the peculiar talent of the French nation, to arrange every subject in that natural and simple order, which    carries the attention, without any effort, along with it. The English seem to have employed themselves entirely in inventing,    and to have disdained the more inglorious but not less useful labour of arranging and methodizing their discoveries, and of    expressing them in the most simple and natural manner.7


It was in this Anglo-French spirit of combining discovery and experimentation with methodizing that Smith had set out to create his own science of man. Developing and perfecting his Glasgow lectures on jurisprudence and on the arts and sciences, absorbing them into the intellectual framework of the systems he had developed in the Theory of Moral Sentiments and the Wealth of Nations, reviewing once again the arguments of the earlier works in the light of the later, would, in Smith’s perfectionist hands, have become a vast intellectual undertaking, made vaster still by the fact that he was a slow worker. It was certainly not a task for a sick and valetudinarian man.

For a biographer, the trouble with this act of archival self-concealment is that it was an attempt to cap a life that was already badly documented. Next to nothing is known about the circumstances of Smith’s childhood in Kirkcaldy, his student days at Glasgow and Oxford and the evidently formative years spent launching his philosophical career in the aftermath of the battle of Culloden, which had brought a bloody end to the Jacobite rebellion of 1745. His career as an active and influential philosophy professor at Glasgow from 1751 to 1764, at a time when his university was making a bid to turn itself into the model of an enlightened seat of learning, and his subsequent career as a Commissioner of Customs are both exiguously documented. This lack of institutional data would matter less if Smith had been a better correspondent. As it is, only 193 letters written by him and 129 letters written to him have survived, and more than half of these belong to the later period of his life, following the publication of the Wealth of Nations. No doubt this is partly because he destroyed his letters just as he destroyed his notes, to preserve his privacy. He told David Hume’s publisher in 1776 that he disapproved of the plan to publish some of his old friend’s correspondence because it would encourage dealers ‘[to] set about rummaging the cabinets of all those who had ever received a scrap of paper from him. Many things would be published not fit to see the light to the great mortification of all those who wish well to his memory.’8

Not that Smith needed to worry overmuch about the posthumous publication of unwelcome correspondence. He was himself a notoriously bad correspondent who only wrote letters when there was business to be done or when he was goaded into it by his friends. Even then, although his letters are good enough, they are not the work of a Hume or a Boswell, a Voltaire or a Diderot, of a man, in other words, who loved correspondence for its own sake and regarded it as a form of conversation that mattered almost as much as the company of friends. There is a general lack of visibility in Smith’s life. Unlike Hume, Smith had a strictly limited taste for city life, salon culture and even, one suspects, the company of his friends, and it was only after the publication of the Wealth of Nations in 1776, when he was fifty-three, that he began to generate the gossip and table-talk which continues to shape our understanding of his character. Indeed, it is not until 1787 when James Tassie made two medallions of him that we have any idea of what he looked like. It is only possible to make sense of Smith’s life if one accepts that he was a private and self-sufficient man who spent long periods in Kirkcaldy and Glasgow away from the social and political worlds that generate the materials upon which biographies generally rely, content to spend his life with the only woman who mattered, his mother.

How then is Smith’s biography to be written? Some say, Don’t try; any attempt at biography will simply turn into a broken-backed account of his ideas and the world in which he lived. But that really won’t do. Biography never has been and never will be an exact science. All any biographer can do is use the materials at his disposal to construct a credible life-story which will throw light on his subject’s life and works. But because biographies only come to life when one can hear the subject speak, and because the bulk of the primary data about Smith is to be found in his published and unpublished texts, this means that his biography must be, first and foremost, an intellectual biography, one which traces the development of his mind and character through the making of those texts, one that is set in a country that was generating its own forms of Enlightenment. And it is here that the biographer is in luck, for Smith’s attempts at self-concealment were to be less successful than he intended. By the time he resigned the Moral Philosophy chair at Glasgow in 1764, his lectures had begun to attract world-wide attention and it was probably inevitable that sets of student notes would begin to turn up. So far there have been two such finds, in 1895 and in 1958. The first is a set of student notes of a section of the lectures on jurisprudence he probably gave in 1763–4, the last year of his professorship, when he was forty-six. The second are sets of notes of the lectures on rhetoric and the lectures on jurisprudence he gave in 1762–3. Neither is quite complete, though both are substantial and seem to be the work of students who were anxious to get as full a version of Smith’s lectures as possible. In other words, they probably represent Smith’s thought at the stage at which it was ready to be developed into two of the treatises that were projected but never completed.

These lecture notes are transforming our understanding of Smith’s philosophy. They help us to relate the social theory and the ethics of the Theory of Moral Sentiments to the political economy of the Wealth of Nations by putting both in the wider context of Smith’s unrealized science of man. They alert us to the depth and complexity of Smith’s thinking about the formation of the human personality and the progress of society. They elaborate Smith’s thinking about the ways in which self and society are shaped by the distribution of property and the systems of law and government that exist to preserve them. They alert us to the fact so often overlooked by students of Smith’s political economy, that the human beings who inhabit the types of society about which he writes are driven by moral, intellectual and aesthetic as well as material needs. But the notes are of considerable biographical value too for the light they shed on Smith’s intellectual development. For although they record the lectures he gave at the end of his professorial career, it is clear that their roots lie deeper in his past, and almost certainly in the later 1740s, when he was in his late twenties launching his philosophical career in Edinburgh with courses on the same subjects. While no notes of these Edinburgh courses have survived, it seems reasonable to suppose that they contained Smith’s first thoughts on the finished articles, and that they can be read as the work of a formidably ambitious young thinker, ready to take on the leading moral philosophers of Scotland and France, prepared to offer a friendly though radical critique of the philosophy teaching of Scotland’s two leading universities and confident enough to be able to see himself as the heir of Grotius, Hobbes and Pufendorf, who had set out to develop philosophical accounts of the principles of law and government which would be of use to the rulers of modern Europe. So there is still biographical work to be done by historians who are interested in the development of Smith’s mind and character.

What is more, it is work of a sort that would surely have met with Smith’s approval. Although he was impatient with biographers who were over-preoccupied with what he would have regarded as the trivia of everyday life – what, one wonders, would he have made of his pupil James Boswell’s Life of Johnson? – he knew very well that there were things to be learned about an author’s character from his style and use of language. In the Lectures on Rhetoric he reminded his students that texts were rhetorical performances which could be studied for the light they threw on an author’s methods of persuasion and on the character he wished to present to his readers; indeed part of what he liked to call his ‘system’ was to take the form of a sophisticated gloss on the old rhetorician’s adage, ‘le style, c’est l’homme même’ – ‘the style is the man’. It was an invitation to his students and those who were interested in his character to attend to his rhetoric as well as his ideas, and to the circumstances in which they were first delivered.

This, then, is the story of a tough-minded, ambitious young philosopher and his encounters with the intellectual world in which he found himself. It is the story of a man born into the middling ranks of Scottish society at a remarkable moment in the history of his class and nation, a man who would be known to his contemporaries as solitary as well as sociable, and more than a touch eccentric, and a man who generated affection as well as respect. It is the story of a philosopher who with the help of vast erudition, an excellent memory and a taste for reasoning en système constructed texts that would help to make the complexities of the modern world intelligible and manageable. And this is why this story takes the shape of an intellectual biography.





1

A Kirkcaldy Upbringing

Adam Smith was born, or baptized, on 5 June 1723 in Kirkcaldy, then, as now, a small, decent, unprepossessing port on the Firth of Forth. Like so many members of the Scottish intelligentsia, his family belonged to the middling ranks of Scottish society. Both of his parents came from the minor gentry and had connections with the law, the army and the world of office-holding on which the routines of Scottish public life and politics depended. Smith’s father, Adam Smith senior, was clearly a man of some ability and ambition. Baptized in 1679, he belonged to the Presbyterian gentry of north-east Scotland. He was educated for the law at Aberdeen and Edinburgh and grew up in the turbulent world of Scottish politics between the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the Act of Union of 1707. It was a time when the Crown and the Scottish nobility were engaged in an internecine struggle to control the machinery of Scottish government, when the Kirk was riven with doctrinal and ecclesiological disputes, when Scottish trade was being dislocated by international war and English competition, and when the entire fabric of Scottish political life was being unsettled by a rapidly deteriorating pattern of Anglo-Scottish relations and by constant (and by no means unjustified) fears that Scotland’s political independence was being compromised by the English. In 1705, at the age of twenty-six, Smith became secretary to the new Secretary of State, the Earl of Loudon, a leading member of the Presbyterian nobility. Two years later he was appointed Clerk of the Court Martial in Scotland, a highly responsible office which must have given him a close insight into security matters and into the political state of the country at a time when Jacobitism was rife and the future of the Revolution Settlement and the Protestant succession was in question. In 1714 he was appointed Controller of Customs at Kirkcaldy, the most important port in Fife and a significant source of customs revenue. By 1723 he was earning around £300 per annum, a fairly substantial income by contemporary standards, and was actively campaigning for promotion to take him back to Edinburgh and the heartland of Scottish politics. He was clearly an ambitious and up-and-coming man.

In 1710, Smith married Lilias Drummond, the daughter of Sir George Drummond of Milnab, a wealthy and prominent Edinburgh politician and one of the Scottish commissioners who had negotiated the Act of Union. They had one son, Hugh, a sickly child, who seems to have worked in the customs at Kirkcaldy until his death in 1749 or 1750. Lilias Smith died sometime between 1716 and 1718. In 1720 Smith remarried and once again married well. His second wife was Margaret Douglas, the daughter of a substantial and well-connected Fife laird who had sat in the old Scots Parliament. Again it was a short marriage. Smith died in January 1723, six months before the birth of his second son, Adam. Margaret Smith never remarried. Her husband had left her comfortably off and she was to spend most of her long life in Kirkcaldy among her family and friends, and most of that life was to be devoted to her son. He for his part was to spend long periods of his life at home in Kirkcaldy. It was there that he went to school, there he returned for many of the long vacations he enjoyed as a student and professor at Glasgow, and there that he wrote much of the Wealth of Nations between 1767 and 1773. And when after the publication of his masterpiece he was made a Commissioner of Customs in 1778 and had to move to Edinburgh, he took his eighty-four-year-old mother with him and set up home in Panmure House in the Canongate. His relationship with his mother could not have been closer. Dugald Stewart recalled that she treated him with ‘an unlimited indulgence; but it produced no unfavourable effects on his temper or his dispositions: and he enjoyed the rare satisfaction of being able to repay her affection, by every attention that filial gratitude could dictate, during the long period of sixty years.’1 Indeed the Earl of Buchan commented that ‘the three great avenues to Smith were his mother, his works and his political opinions. The conquest of him was easy through any of these channels.’2 When she died in 1784, Smith told his publisher William Strahan:


Tho’ the death of a person in the ninetieth year of her age was no doubt an event most agreable to the course of nature; and,    therefore, to be foreseen and prepared for; yet I must say to you, what I have said to other people, that the final separation    from a person who certainly loved me more than any other person ever did or ever will love me; and whom I certainly loved    and respected more than I shall ever either love or respect any other person, I cannot help feeling, even at this hour, as    a very heavy stroke upon me.3


Margaret Smith’s devotion had been amply repaid.

Kirkcaldy is situated 10 miles north of Edinburgh. Its first and best historian, the Reverend Thomas Fleming writing in 1791, observed that ‘[it] is properly but one long street, with a few lanes of small extent opening on each side of it’.4 The town, with its long, winding, narrow street, more than two miles long, and the hugger-mugger of small closes and wynds that sprouted from it, was fairly typical of the old coastal burghs of Scotland. What was odd about Kirkcaldy was the length of the High Street, which earned it the nickname it still enjoys – the Lang Toun. This it owed to geography, for eighteenth-century Kirkcaldy was bounded to the south by the long sandy beaches of the Firth of Forth, which Fleming regarded as ‘a safe and agreeable walk; and by which the traveller may generally avoid the uneasy jolting of a long and rugged pavement’; to the north it was bounded by a series of sharply rising terraces that butted onto the estates of an interesting and important group of landed families with which the Smith family was closely connected.

Kirkcaldy had a long history of settlement.5 Its name is said to be derived from the Celtic ‘Culdee’ and there is evidence of Roman and early Christian settlement. By the fourteenth century it had become a town of some consequence, having acquired burgh status and the right to trade freely in Scotland and overseas. By the early sixteenth century there was a small harbour and the town was developing as a centre of regional trade, importing goods from England, Ireland and the Low Countries in exchange for locally produced coarse cloth, nails and salt, as well as raw materials such as hides, wool, herring, salmon, coal and timber. A century later its merchants had extended their reach to France and the Baltic. By 1644 it was a burgh with a population of around 4,500, a fleet of around 100 ships, a complex guild system and a town council. The old church of St Bryce, which Fleming rightly described as ‘a large unshapely pile’, had another wing tacked onto it to accommodate the town’s growing population. The Town House had been enlarged in 1678 to house the gaol, the town guard, the meal market and the weigh house. The burgh’s small but evidently prosperous elite were building themselves fairly substantial houses at the west end of the town. By 1688, the town’s tax returns suggest that it had become the sixth or seventh most important burgh in Scotland and its reputation as a trading port was at its height.

But the town’s economy was beginning to face difficulties, a victim of historic events that were changing the face of the British state. It had been occupied and heavily taxed by both the Royalist and Covenanting armies during the Civil War. Its trade was severely disrupted by the Dutch Wars of the Restoration, and more severely still by the wars in the reigns of William III and Anne. Worse still, the town suffered badly from the Union, which brought increased English competition, a new focus on the possibilities of trade with the Americas and the Caribbean, and the exceptionally high customs and excise duties levied on the Scots in order to bring their tax system into alignment with that of England, an exercise in which Smith’s father was probably heavily involved. The effects of these historic developments on Kirkcaldy’s mercantile economy were disastrous. The number of ships registered in the harbour fell from around 24 in 1673 to 3 in 1760. By 1755, the town’s population was 2,296, little more than half of what it had been a century before; its position as a centre of mercantile trade had collapsed.

It would be wrong, however, to think of Smith growing up in a town whose economy was in a state of terminal decline. His schooldays in the 1730s coincided with the first real signs that Kirkcaldy’s economy was beginning to develop in an entirely new direction. This was a direct result of the growth of the linen industry, which was to help transform the economy of eastern Scotland in the early years of the new Anglo-Scottish Union.6 It was an enterprise which interested merchants trading with England and the colonies, landowners concerned with rural unemployment and low rents and patriots interested in the regeneration of the economy of post-Union Scotland. It attracted the interest of the grandly named and aristocratic The Honourable the Society for Improvement in the Knowledge of Agriculture (1723–c.45) and the patronage of the Board of Trustees for Fisheries and Manufactures, an eighteenth-century quango set up in 1727 to invest the funds the Scots had been given to compensate them for the collapse of the Darien scheme, Scotland’s first and only exercise in colonization. In fact, the Board was to devote most of its time and resources to the linen industry. As the Fife freeholders told the Convention of Royal Burghs, ‘No-one can claim better rights than the public for [this money] to be employed for the purpose mentioned since it belongs to Scotland.’7

Linen manufacturing was an essentially rural, domestic industry, relying on cotters who could be induced to learn the spinning and weaving trades, and on entrepreneurs to supply them with raw materials and a market for their goods. The lairds of Fife were to play a crucial part in developing the industry in their part of the country in the early years of the century. Some, like the Oswalds of Dunnikier, the Adams of Maybole and the St Clairs of Dysart, were Edinburgh-based families who had made their money from the professions or the army and found in Fife a promising and reasonably priced land-market in which to invest. By the 1730s, these local lairds had turned themselves into an effective entrepreneurial class. They imported flax from Holland, Riga and St Petersburg and they encouraged their tenants to take up spinning and weaving, sometimes equipping them with wheels and looms at their own expense. They launched a determined campaign to produce cloth for the highly competitive export market by encouraging the recruitment of skilled flax workers and weavers from abroad and by lobbying the Board of Trustees for more and better stamp-masters to guarantee the quality of local cloth. By the 1740s they were exporting checks and tickings and napkins to England and the colonies. The Oswalds, whose estates abutted the town, were conspicuous in this enterprise, feuing (a Scottish form of leasing) most of their lands in the nearby village of Dunnikier to tradesmen engaged in the linen, woollen and nail-making businesses. In the neighbouring burgh of Dysart, General St Clair had ensured that its ‘active and diligent people’ were making linen goods for the home and English markets.8 Kirkcaldy became the focal point of this activity both as a centre of production and as a market. In 1739 the town council, doubtless under pressure from local lairds, set up an annual market for linen cloth on the first Wednesday of July to encourage the local linen trade.9 In 1733, it was producing 177,740 yards of stamped linen per year for England and the home market; by 1743 production had nearly doubled, and by the time of Smith’s death in 1790, output was running at about 900,000 yards, worth around £45,000. This acted as a stimulus to further economic activity in the town. Stocking manufacturing began in 1773, cotton manufacturing in the 1780s and shipbuilding in 1788.10 By then the population of the town was growing fast and its housing stock was increasing rapidly. It was, in short, turning into a small but prosperous town with an expanding system of commerce, ready for the much larger transformations which would follow during the Industrial Revolution. We need to think of Smith, then, growing up in a town and a region of Scotland that was undergoing a profound revolution as a result of the Union and the political and economic changes that were transforming contemporary Europe. And we need to think of his family as part of the landed and professional elite that was intent on regenerating, or, as contemporaries liked to put it, ‘improving’ their estates and the local economy.

As a boy, Smith’s life was securely rooted in the social, economic and political world of Kirkcaldy and south Fife. Several of his father’s family worked for the customs. His half-brother Hugh worked in the customs house at Kirkcaldy. His cousin Hercules Smith, one of those named as his guardian in his father’s will, was Collector of Customs at Kirkcaldy before being promoted to Inspector General of the Outports in Scotland in 1740 with the task of managing the collecting of customs revenues at all the smaller Scottish ports. Another cousin, also called Adam Smith, who had been his father’s clerk, was to become Comptroller and later Collector of Customs at Kirkcaldy. His mother’s family was rather more patrician. The Douglases of Strathendry had estates on the outskirts of the town, in easy reach of Margaret Smith’s two sisters who had married into the Fife gentry. The family was and remained in contact with the formidable, wealthy and intelligent General St Clair, one of David Hume’s friends and patrons, who controlled the burgh of Dysart and much of the politics of south Fife, and with the Fergusons of Raith, whose pretty and improved estate butted onto the burgh. They were close neighbours of one of the interesting newer families, the Adams of Maybole, who had moved into the region early in the century. William Adam had made his fortune as a fashionable architect with a lucrative practice, an activity he coupled with the equally lucrative posts of Clerk and Storekeeper of the King’s Works in Scotland, and Mason to the Board of Ordnance in Scotland. He built Gladden House in Kirkcaldy in 1711 and began acquiring large estates in Kincardineshire in the 1730s. His two sons, Robert and John, were not only to become two of Scotland’s greatest architects but were to remain Smith’s lifelong friends.

But by far the most important of the local landed families, for the burgh and for Smith himself, were the Oswalds of Dunnikier. Like William Adam, Captain James Oswald was new to district. He bought Dunnikier in 1703, built himself the house he needed to acquire burgess rights and to hold office in the town, and had himself elected Provost in 1717. He was now the largest landed proprietor in the town and its most powerful local politician. Given the family’s wealth, power and interest in economic improvement, it seems certain that Oswald and his family played a significant part in engineering the town’s economic recovery. He was a close friend of Smith’s father and was named Adam Smith’s tutor, or legal guardian in his father’s will. Oswald’s son, another James Oswald, was eight years older than Smith and became one of his closest friends. This James Oswald was a remarkable man. Like Smith, he lost his father as a child and like him was bought up by a formidable mother who, according to her grandson, ‘cultivated James’ talents with the most assiduous care and the best education which Scotland could then afford’.11 He became an improving landlord and a much-admired MP for the Fife Burghs and the county from 1741–68. In fact, he was to develop as the sort of modern politician Smith most admired – an intelligent, literate and independently minded man, who steered clear of party politics and applied himself to studying the business of government, impressing David Hume by his understanding of naval finance. As he once put it, ‘the surest way of becoming remarkable here [in the House of Commons] is certainly application to business, for whoever understands it must make a figure’.12 Oswald kept in close contact with Scottish intellectual life and remained another of Smith’s lifelong friends. As his son wrote:


It is well known that an uninterrupted friendship and intercourse existed betwixt them for the greater part of their lives.    In his early days [the author] remembers well to have heard Dr. Smith dilate, with generous and enthusiastic pleasure, on    the qualities and merits of Mr. Oswald; candidly avowing, at the same time, how much information he had derived, on many points,    from the enlarged views and profound knowledge of that accomplished statesman. In their frequent discussions on the science    of political economy, Mr. Oswald brought his practical knowledge and experience in aid of the Doctor’s theoretical deductions,    and afforded him much valuable assistance in the laborious investigations in which he was so long engaged.13


Indeed, Dugald Stewart thought that Oswald had played a decisive part in persuading Smith to develop his interests in political economy.14

In the Wealth of Nations, Smith was to pay close attention to the role of small towns in shaping the commerce and culture of the regions of a commercial state. A small town was ‘a continual fair or market’ in which ordinary men and women were able to learn the meaning of fair prices and wages and would in time begin to appreciate more general truths about the meaning of liberty and order.15 But Smith also knew how important prudent, intelligent and independent country gentlemen were in generating economic improvement in the countryside. As a class they were least likely to be corrupted by great wealth or poverty, or by ‘the wretched spirit of monopoly’ which Smith regarded as the cancer that threatened the economic, political and moral health of most modern states.16 It is hard to read Smith’s thinking about the progress of society in a commercial state without thinking of Kirkcaldy, Fife and the activities of energetic and ambitious incomers like the Oswalds, the St Clairs and the Adams; and although he never explicitly drew on the experience of Fife to ‘illustrate’ his theory of progress, it was, nonetheless, remarkably apposite.

Smith was by all accounts a sickly child, and it may be that the slight confusion about his birth day arises from his having been baptized on the day of his birth – a common enough practice in the case of infants not expected to survive. He grew up in his mother’s house, which is said to have been in Rose Street at the fashionable west end of the High Street, not far from the Adams at Gladney House, the Oswalds at Dunnikier and only seven miles or so from his maternal uncle’s house at Strathendry. Indeed it was at Strathendry that Smith first comes to life biographically with a curiously suggestive contemporary story that he was snatched by a tinker woman and rescued by his uncle; if true it must surely have helped to lay the foundations of the extraordinarily close relationship which this sickly only child enjoyed with his widowed mother. Unlike his half-brother Hugh, who was sent to board at school in Perth, Adam was sent to the local burgh school in Hill Street, a short walk from his mother’s house which would have taken him through the local market. To be sure it was an essentially medieval market, hedged around by guild restrictions and designed to protect local traders from unwelcome competition from outsiders. Nevertheless, Smith would have grown used to watching what he famously called the ‘higgling and bargaining of the market’ that was to seem to him as natural a form of social intercourse as ordinary conversation and one of the forms of social exchange on which sociability and society depended.17

Smith was a pupil at the burgh school from 1731 or 1732 until 1737 at a remarkable moment in its history. The school had been transformed in 1724 as the result of the appointment of a new master, David Miller. Miller was the highly successful master of the burgh school at Cupar and he had at first been reluctant to move.18 What made him change his mind is not clear, though the formidable Lady Oswald must surely have had something to do with it; after all, she had her son James to educate and a family position in the burgh to keep up. Perhaps she put pressure on the town council to increase his salary, more probably she offered to pay Miller a tutor’s fee to give her son private classes. Be that as it may, Miller threw himself into the business of reorganizing the school with considerable energy. The town council agreed to build a new schoolhouse, and to increase fees to 2s. 6d. per quarter, although Miller was told ‘to consider the necessity of such as cannot pay the half crown’.19 It also agreed to Miller’s proposals for a new curriculum. The school was to provide a classical education based on translation and exposition so as to ‘exercise [the pupils’] judgements, to teach them by degrees to spell rightly, to write good write [handwriting], good sense and good language’.20 Miller was a good classicist and Ian Ross is surely right to suggest that Smith left school in 1737 well versed in the standard authors; certainly he knew enough Latin and Greek to be exempted from the first year of Glasgow University’s curriculum, which was largely devoted to remedial classical education. His copies of two of the history textbooks Miller used have survived. The first, Trogus’ De Historiis Philippicis, was a well-known introduction to the history of the ancient world, much used as a source of exemplary stories about prudent military and political leadership. The second, Eutropius’ Breviarum Historiae Romanae, which is inscribed ‘Adam Smith his book May 4th 1733’ in that large, slow, neat hand which would never change, was the work of a senator who had lived in the age of the Emperor Julian. The story of the rise and progress of the Roman Empire was told as a story of war and conquest, which demonstrated the dignity of war and the disgrace of making peace without honour. It was a singularly appropriate text for boys living in a militaristic age.21

However, the most striking glimpse into the character of Miller’s teaching is to be found in a contemporary account of his use of theatre as a vehicle of civic education. This was a relatively common humanist technique in the more avant-garde schools of central Scotland. The High School of Dalkeith staged Julius Caesar and a comedy of Aesop in 1734 and, even more adventurously, performed Allan Ramsay’s charming Scots pastoral, The Gentle Shepherd. Perth Grammar School performed Joseph Addison’s Cato at much the same time. Miller wrote and staged his own play in 1734 while Smith was still a pupil; it was called ‘The Royal Command for Advice: or the regular education of boys the foundation of all other national improvements’. It seems to have been about the business of a council of twelve senators who debate petitions from a tradesman, a farmer, a country gentleman, a nobleman, two schoolmasters and, last of all, ‘a gentleman who complimented and congratulated the council on their noble design and worthy performance’.22 It was clearly a play which starred middle-ranking officials rather than kings and grandees and dealt with the routines of government rather than high politics. Interestingly the boys seem to have been expected to play the parts of petitioners as well as senators. If so, it was an admirable device for giving the sons of enterprising Whig gentlemen a feeling for ordinary public life. No wonder the press reported that the performance ‘was said to have given high satisfaction to the audience’.

Miller’s sophisticated, politically correct curriculum strongly suggests that his teaching had a solid ethical core; the texts used in similar avant-garde classical schools in Scotland suggest that it was probably he who introduced Smith to the classical moralists and their modern admirers. A standard classical diet of this sort would have included Epictetus’ Enchiridion and Cicero’s De Officiis, and quite probably Addison and Steele’s Spectator essays.23 Smith’s signed but undated copy of a 1670 edition of the Enchiridion bound with the Tabula of Cebes is generally assumed to have been bought for use at university, but it could equally well have been acquired a year or two earlier for use at Kirkcaldy.24 And even if Miller did not make use of the Spectator in class, we may be sure that it would have been read at home in the edition Smith’s father had once possessed.25 Its charming, thought-provoking moral fables and ethical and aesthetic reflections were part of the staple literary diet of the middling ranks’ homes. These texts provided a Stoic or, in the case of Cicero and Addison, a quasi-Stoic view of the world, inviting young people to think about the duties they owed themselves, their fellow-citizens and the deity. They taught them how to square their private interests with those of the public. They taught them how to understand and enjoy the peace of mind and sense of self-respect that comes from knowing that one is able to live an active social life at ease with one’s self and with others. Above all, they taught young people the value of philosophy to public life and of public life to philosophy. Ethically and sociologically these were matters which were to interest Smith for the rest of his life. If Miller really did introduce him to these classics, he must go down as a seminal influence on his intellectual development.

These authors provided Smith with a way of looking at the moral world and a language for discussing the problems of learning to live within it. The Enchiridion had long been regarded as a valuable ethical primer for intelligent and well-born schoolboys. It was one of the foundation texts of Stoic ethics. Epictetus had been a slave and had written for those who feared that they were becoming slaves to their passions and victims of circumstances over which they had no control – a situation with which many schoolboys could easily sympathize. He had taught generations of schoolboys to think of liberty as a matter of learning the arts of self-command, by which he meant learning to distinguish between those aspects of life we could and could not control. ‘Not up to us are body, property, reputation, office and, in a word, whatever is not in our own action,’ Epictetus observed, commenting that these were indifferentia, things to be endured and despised. On the other hand, passions, opinions, judgements ‘and, in a word, whatever is in our own action’ were things we could control, sources of moral energy which could be regulated and mastered with the help of brainpower and reason. Indeed it was only when reason had established control over the passions that we could hope to live rationally as nature and the deity intended.26 But learning the art of self-command was far from easy. It meant cultivating a philosophical detachment from the world and its transient attachments, disappointments and resentments. It meant learning to look beyond the indifferentia to the evidence that the moral and natural worlds provided of order and design. Above all, it meant cultivating a love of its benevolent Creator. Only then would the budding Stoic begin to feel at one with nature and experience that state of apathaeia that could only be enjoyed when mind and reason had established their dominion over the body and the passions. Under these circumstances, he would be free. As Epictetus put it, ‘Anytus and Meletus can kill me, but they cannot harm me.’27 Epictetus had shown how an anxious, virtuous-minded young man could learn ‘to act well that part that is assigned to you’ in a play that had been written and was being directed by others. But learning to act well meant learning to become a spectator of the works of the great author of nature,


and not only [to be] a spectator, but an interpreter of them. It is therefore shameful that man should begin and end where    irrational creatures do. He ought rather to begin here, but to end where nature itself had fixed our end; and that is in contemplation    and understanding and a way of life in harmony with nature. Take care then, not to die without ever being spectators of these    things.28


In learning to become a spectator, the Stoic would earn his liberty.

This image of the moral agent faced with the problem of learning how to distance himself from the uncertainties and resentments of daily life, learning to cultivate the moral and intellectual skills he needed to live rationally, at ease with himself and the world, was to attract Smith profoundly. Such men were not only happy and capable of virtue; they were also likely to be more sociable and efficient. To be sure, he found Epictetus’ system unduly severe and thought that he had placed too much faith in the ethical value of contemplation, but he put that down to the fact that Epictetus had been brought up in a semi-barbarous slave society. Smith admired and exploited the spirit of Epictetus’ ethics for sociological as well as ethical purposes. He was to argue that it was on our ability to master our disappointments and resentments that our capacity for sociability ultimately depended. And he believed that being able to feel that ‘how untoward soever things might be without, all was calm and peace and concord within’ was the mark of the truly sociable agent.29

Smith must have learned from a very early age that ethical systems have to be adapted to the needs of different peoples and places. He would almost certainly have been introduced to Cicero’s ethics at much the same time as Epictetus’, and would have learned how Cicero had adapted the ethics of the Greek slave for the needs of the free citizens of the Roman Republic. Cicero did not share Epictetus’ contempt for the world or his belief that the only path to virtue lay in contemplation. He was interested in the ethical value of learning to perform the offices of ordinary life skilfully, honestly and with an eye on the public good. Indeed, Smith was to regard the cultivation of these ‘imperfect, but attainable virtues’ as the core of Cicero’s thinking, and the useful heart of ‘the practical morality of the Stoics’.30

Reading the Spectator essays would have shown Smith how the teaching of the ancients could be adapted for use by moderns living in a free commercial society, a form of civilization completely unknown to antiquity. Addison’s title – The Spectator – was deliberately borrowed from Epictetus and drew attention to the central ethical skill Addison wanted his readers to cultivate: the ability Robert Burns was to characterize so brilliantly as seeing ourselves as others see us. Like Cicero, Addison wrote for a free citizenry – in this case, the citizenry of a great commercial city, London. Indeed, a large part of his enduring appeal lay in the fact that his essays provided young men and women from the provinces with their first view of the mightiest city in the kingdom, a city which dazzled by virtue of its wealth, power and glamour. His essays allowed his readers to glimpse life as it was lived in the city and to share vicariously in the ethical hopes and fears of its citizens. His London was a commercial city in the widest sense of the term, a theatre of life, as some writers put it, in which men and women were constantly engaged in the exchange of goods, services and sentiments. But it was also a world that was fragmented by party-political divisions, by religious sectarianism, by rank, profession, trade, age and gender (it was as important to Addison as it would be to Smith that modern ethics should pay attention to the needs of women as well as men). It was a world ruled by the vagaries of opinion and fashion, a world in which people looked in vain for fixed and settled standards of taste, morality, politics and religion. As one of the Spectator’s ever-popular fictional heroes, Sir Roger de Coverley, put it, it was a world in which a man would find himself ‘hopping instead of walking’, and would never be in ‘his entire and proper motion’.31

This world of politics, religion, business and fashion was Addison’s world of indifferentia, a world over which ordinary citizens had little control, a world from which they would have to distance themselves if they were ever to aspire to a life of virtue and peace of mind, a world which was in need of moral reform. Like Cicero, Addison had little time for the ‘severer’ Stoics and thought that those who tried to cultivate the more austere Epictetan virtues would end up as ridiculous social misfits. He wanted to show that life in the modern city could foster virtue as well as corruption, if only citizens would pay attention to the way in which they performed the offices of everyday life and were willing to exchange the company of cronies for the friendship of strangers who belonged to different walks of life. In the last resort it was simply a matter of cultivating good manners and politeness, of learning to be a spectator as well as an actor in the theatre of the world. The company of strangers would teach one to moderate one’s own prejudices and would give one more ‘extensive’ views of the world. It would encourage tolerance, taste, judgement and a respect for that sense of propriety that played such an important part in securing the decencies and pleasures of ordinary life. It was a form of sociable Stoicism that would release the sort of apathaeia which, the polite Addisonian citizen thought, would encourage religious and political moderation and active Christian citizenship.

These ancient and modern classics provided Smith with a simple but sophisticated way of looking at the social world. They gave him a way of viewing human beings as agents whose lives and happiness depend on their ability to cultivate the moral and intellectual skills they need to live sociably, at ease with themselves, with others and with the world. They encouraged him to think of self-command as the essential skill on which sociability, success and personal happiness depends. Addison’s charming and deceptively simple moral essays had a special value. They gave Smith his first glimpse of the modern commercial city as a complex pluralistic entity, which had the power to improve as well as to corrupt human nature. They showed the importance of conversation as the social skill on which the exchange of sentiments and the creation of social and moral norms depended, and presented it as a skill that could be ‘improved’ and cultivated in the name of fostering good manners and ‘politeness’. They provided him with the first rudiments of a language of sociability which suggested that in fostering the cause of self-improvement the modern citizen would, more or less unintentionally, be fostering the good of society at large. All of this he was to glimpse from the narrow but distinctive perspective of Kirkcaldy, a town which, in its modest way, was on the road to improvement. As a Glasgow student Smith was to see how these Stoic and quasi-Stoic ethics, these insights into society, sociability and public life, could be developed philosophically and applied to the analysis of the political systems of the ancient and modern world. Eventually he was to develop an analysis of his own on very different principles.





2

Glasgow, Glasgow University and Francis Hutcheson’s Enlightenment

Smith left school in the summer of 1737 and matriculated at Glasgow University in October. He was fourteen. He spent the next nine years at university, as a Glasgow student from 1737 to 1740 and as a Snell exhibitioner at Balliol College, Oxford from 1740 to 1746. His student life at Glasgow and Oxford is almost completely undocumented, nevertheless it is clear that these were crucial years in his intellectual development. By the time he returned to Scotland in 1746, fed up with Oxford, in search of a job and ready for the sophisticated intellectual life of Edinburgh, his own philosophy would be well enough developed to justify invitations to deliver public lectures on rhetoric and on jurisprudence that were to establish his intellectual credentials and to play an important part in launching his career.

The groundwork for Smith’s philosophical career could not have been laid down in two more different universities. In the 1720s and 30s Glasgow became one of the most sophisticated and interesting of the tiny Protestant universities of northern Europe. Oxford was notorious – at least in the Whig Presbyterian circles to which Smith belonged – for being an intellectually stagnant, High Church and high Tory institution. Glasgow could offer Smith a distinctive philosophy curriculum and the teaching of two of the most charismatic and intellectually creative university professors in northern Europe – Robert Simson, Professor of Mathematics, and Francis Hutcheson, Professor of Moral Philosophy. Hutcheson introduced Smith to the moral philosophy of the ancient and modern world and to the problems involved in placing the study of human behaviour on what contemporaries liked to describe as ‘experimental’ foundations. Simson taught him to appreciate the importance of mathematics in placing moral philosophy on scientific foundations. Neither Oxford nor Balliol could hope to extend, question or supplant the teaching Smith had received at Glasgow. But it did have the Snell exhibitions, which were reserved for former Glasgow students and allowed the exhibitioners to spend up to eleven years in private study in the hope that they would enter the ministry of the Episcopal Church in Scotland. Whether Smith ever seriously intended to take that latter path is not known, though the formal requirement that Snell exhibitioners should do so had fallen into disuse by his time. But what the Snell exhibitions could and clearly did offer was unlimited time for private study, which Smith appears to have used to distance himself from the highly structured philosophical education he had received at Glasgow. His six years at Oxford gave him a unique opportunity to broaden his education and to lay the foundations of the formidable erudition which, like his love of system, was to become a distinctive characteristic of his philosophy. What is more, it is probable that it was at Oxford that he first encountered the philosophy of David Hume. The young philosopher, then, who made his first appearance in Edinburgh in 1748 as a lecturer on rhetoric and jurisprudence, was one whose development had been shaped in the two highly distinctive worlds of Glasgow and Oxford, and, above all, by his encounters with his two great mentors, Hutcheson and Hume.

Glasgow must have seemed a striking contrast to Kirkcaldy. It was a boom town that had been transformed in the course of the previous century and was to undergo an even more spectacular transformation in the 1750s and 60s during Smith’s years as a professor. Its population was growing rapidly, its overseas trade expanding to the point that it now rivalled that of Bristol and Liverpool, and its manufacturing, which had previously been restricted to commodities for local consumption, now featured flourishing sugar refineries, rum (or ‘Glasgow brandy’) distilleries, and linens, plaids, soap, rope, snuff and refined tobacco for export. For Daniel Defoe writing in 1724–5, this evidence of progress was epitomized in the physical appearance of a city that had been almost completely rebuilt in the wake of two disastrous fires in 1652 and 1677.


Glasgow is indeed, a very fine City: the four principal Streets are the fairest for Breadth, and the finest built that I have ever    seen in one City together. The Houses are all of Stone, and generally equal and uniform in Height, as well as in Front; the lower story generally    stands on vast Square Dorick Columns, not round Pillars, and Arches between give Passage into the Shops, adding to the Strength    as well as Beauty of the Building; in a Word, ’tis the cleanest and beautifullest, and best built City in Britain, London excepted.1


Characteristically, Defoe was not much interested in Glasgow’s history; as always what interested him was what was new, modern and favourable to the progress of trade, commerce and civility. But, like Kirkcaldy, modern Glasgow was heavily indebted to its medieval past.2 A royal charter of around 1175 had placed city government in the hands of the archbishop and an oligarchic town council, and although the abolition of episcopacy in 1690 had freed the council from episcopal control and given it the right to elect the Provost and bailies who governed the city, that had merely ensured that henceforth city government would be controlled by the Crown and local magnates. It was to turn Glasgow into a city with a reputation for unquestioning loyalty to the 1688 Revolution, the Hanoverian succession and the Act of Union. And it made it possible for the Earl of Islay, the future 3rd Duke of Argyll and one of Sir Robert Walpole’s closest political advisers, to take effective control of city government and the management of the university from 1725 to 1761. He was to play a crucial part in laying the foundations of the academic culture that shaped Smith’s education and his academic career.

The city’s population was expanding rapidly. In the middle of the seventeenth century its inhabitants numbered around 10,000, much the same population as that of Aberdeen or Dundee. By the end of the century it was probably around 14,000, compared with Edinburgh’s 30,000. By the mid-eighteenth century it would be 31,000. By the end of Smith’s life it was
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