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[Note to Undergraduates: For Undergraduates who enroll in the course as Econ 496 003 (CRN 

82306), the requirements will be less; specifically.] 

 

 

Liberalism, and Esotericism 

Fall 2018, (Econ 895 003; CRN 82197) 

Professor Daniel Klein 

Wednesdays 1:30 – 4:15, meeting place: Buchanan Hall D180 

 

This course is organized as a special topics course for students who have taken or are 

concurrently taking Smithian Political Economy.  

 

The purpose of the course will be for students to develop papers for publication on the theme 

of esotericism and liberalism in Adam Smith and David Hume. This course will be a study 

group and workshopping course, partly to serve a project underway described here: 

https://www.journals.elsevier.com/journal-of-economic-behavior-and-organization/call-for-

papers/adam-smith-david-hume-liberalism-and-esotericism 

 

The central theme of the topic would be the exploration of Smith and Hume as guiding lights 

of the original arc of liberalism. The topic of esotericism relates, because the liberal idea is a 

challenging one, and is something that 18C writers may have been esoteric about. 

 

Esoteric writing is writing that communicates a non-obvious meaning, beyond its more 

obvious meaning. It is associated with Leo Strauss, but now by far the best treatment of it is 

Arthur Melzer, Philosophy between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing (Chicago 

UP, 2014), which explains esotericism clearly and enables one to separate the phenomena 

from other Straussian baggage. 

 

There are a number of reasons why Adam Smith and David Hume might choose to be indirect 

about the consequences of liberal policy and liberal attitudes. A good case can be made that 

they practiced esoteric writing on several fronts. Melzer persuasively argues that esoteric 

writing was pervasive prior to 1800. 

 

We shall read Arthur M. Melzer, Philosophy between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric 

Writing (2014) cover to cover. Besides that book, the other readings will mainly be selections 

from Smith as pertain to the specific topics in his thought where esotericism is relevant. 

 

Students enrolled are expected to be working on research projects that link at least loosely to 

Adam Smith. Besides reading and discussing two books indicated below, the course will 

direct group attention to each student’s research project, and the professor (Klein) will advise 

on the student’s project.  

 

https://www.journals.elsevier.com/journal-of-economic-behavior-and-organization/call-for-papers/adam-smith-david-hume-liberalism-and-esotericism
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/journal-of-economic-behavior-and-organization/call-for-papers/adam-smith-david-hume-liberalism-and-esotericism
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Term papers: Graduate students will be required to make substantial progress on their projects 

(papers of at least 20 pages), and to be more thorough and active in reading and discussion. 

For undergraduates, the expectations/requirements will simply be somewhat lighter (papers of 

at least 12 pages).  

 

Reflection assignments: Also, for the readings assigned for each class meeting, students are to 

write reflections: Three from graduate students, and two from undergraduates. These 

reflections are to be printed and turned in at class. I will circulate instructions on how to 

structure the reflections. 

  

The works that will be read and discussed include the following: 

1. Arthur M. Melzer, Philosophy between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing 

(UChicagoP, 2014). 

2. Arthur Lee, An Essay in Vindication of the Continental Colonies of America, from a 

Censure of Mr Adam Smith, in his Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1764. 

3. Selections from Adam Smith. 

4. Selections from David Hume. 

5. Selections of Leo Strauss. 

6. (possibly) Galiani, Dialogues on the Grain Trade (see Melzer p. 256) 

7. (possibly) Lester G. Crocker, “The Problem of Truth and Falsehood in the Age of 

Enlightenment,” Journal of the History of Ideas 1953 14(4): 575-603. 

8. George Smith on Jean Meslier, here. 

 

 

Getting Help:  Four good ways to get help from me: (1) email me; (2) ask questions during 

class, (3) talk to me right after class; (4) talk by phone – but I call you (email your ph number 

to me) – talking by phone usually works really well. Email me, and we will go from there. I 

promise to respond quickly. 

 

Accommodations for students with disabilities: If you are a student with a disability and you 

need academic accommodations, please see me and contact the Office of Disability Services at 

703.993.2474 or ods.gmu.edu. All academic accommodations must be arranged through that 

office. 

 

http://www.libertarianism.org/columns/freethought-freedom-jean-meslier-catholic-church?mc_cid=c670068ce6&mc_eid=68fdc83f45#.8ectnw:lhG6
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/

