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Adam Smith

4.1 Smithian Realism

Despite having asked Black and Hutton to burn all his papers, Smith
wanted to spare from the flames some philosophical essays. In these
essays, Smith sought to confront Hume’s phenomenalism that denied
substance.! With Schliesser, and contrary to Griswold, we will show
that Smith does not “suspend judgement”?: clearly, he asserts the exist-
ence of substance.? Although in some of his statements, Smith seems to
approach the idea of an “overcoming of metaphysics”, he writes—talk-
ing about the work on moral philosophy by his friend John Bruce—"It
is as free of metaphysics as is possible for any work upon that subject to
be. Its fault, in my opinion, is that it is too free of them”.4 According
to Smith, we value greater capacity of perception in objects not because

IGriswold (1999, 29-39) and Ross (2004, 40—59).
2Schliesser (2006) and Griswold (1999, 336-344).

3See Vivenza (2001, 206-209) and Trincado (2006a). On his epistemological option and
Newtonianism see also Schliesser (2005), Montes (2009), and Fiori (2012).

4Corr. 296.
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88 E. Trincado

it is useful, but because it draws us closer to reality as originally “we
approve of another man’s judgment, not as something useful, but as
right, as accurate, as agreeable to truth and reality”.

According to Smith, we sense the external objects thanks to time
passing and experience: “though the sensations of heat and cold do not
necessarily suggest the presence of any external object, we soon learn
from experience that they are commonly excited by some such object”.®
“We consider it, therefore, as what we call a Substance, or as a thing
that subsists by itself, and independent of any other thing”.” Nouns
instead of adjectives, Smith says, were the first words created, due to
an intuitive knowledge of substance, before touch and sight. “Do any
of our other senses, antecedently to such observation and experience,
instinctively suggest to us some conception of the solid and resisting
substances which excite their respective sensations...?”.8

It is to be noted that, although Smith had read the works of Hume
and other idealists, he never uses the word impressions or phenomenon
as synonymous with perception. If there is an intuitive knowledge of
substance, as Smith acknowledges, objects must not be perceived by
“impressions” (phantasy for the Pyrrhonic school). Perception is for
Smith not a plain image. “The tangible world... has three dimensions,
Length, Breadth and Depth. The visible world... has only two, Length
and Breadth. It presents to us only a plain or surface... (in the same
manner as a picture does)”.” For Smith, it is thanks to movement—
in time—that we can perceive the variation of perspective.!? If at any
point we have perhaps confused flatness with depth, we only need
“time” to situate ourselves in the intuitive position capable of under-
standing perspective.

>Smith (1976a), TMS 1.i.4.4, 61.

Smith (1980), External Senses 21.

’Smith (1980), External Senses 8.

8Smith (1980), External Senses 75, 164.

9Smith (1980), External Senses 50-52, 150-152.
19Smith (1980), External Senses 59, 155.
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This greater capacity of perception was shown in the case of the
blind mathematician Saunderson, who developed supernormal powers
of touch and hearing. His experience encouraged an outburst of philo-
sophical writings about blindness in the eighteenth century, including
Diderot’s, Berkeley’s and Reid’s. Smith also mentions him. According
to Smith, when the blind man “was just beginning to understand the
strong and distinct perspective of Nature, the faint and feeble perspec-
tive of Painting made no impression upon him”.!! Perception is differ-
ent from image as the whole object is perceived at once. In the same
vein, Gestalt theory speaks of perception as something whole. “Shapes”
are perceived in an immediate, intuitive way.!? In this sense, the beauty
of perception is the intimacy with the object. Aristotle, in his most orig-
inal idea on aesthetics, said that only that which is perceptible may be
called beautiful. Limited things please because they may be embraced
by the senses, sight and memory. So, we see them fully and better and
they are made more transparent.!® Actually, Smith quotes Aristotle
on several occasions as he owned his Collected Works.' According to
Vivenza, he was unconsciously Aristotelian.!®

By the same token, while in Hume’s theory time and self-existence
were called into question by his definition of perception as an unend-
ing succession of impressions, according to Smith, the intuition of
personal identity is needed even to perceive solidness. “When he lays
his hand upon the table... he feels it therefore as something external,
not only to his hand, but to himself”.!® Smith comments that in the
beginning of the formation of language, human beings must have
faced the difhiculty that the word “I” was very special. The verb struc-
ture “I am” does not derive its existence from facts, but rather from
existence itself.!”

"Smith (1980), External Senses 67. See also External Senses 52, 65-67, 151-152, 159—160.
12Marchdn (1996, 239-240).

BTatarkiewicz (1987, 159).

Mizuta (2000, 14-16).

5Vivenza (2001, 2). Also Fleischacker (1999) and Griswold (1999) or Carrasco (2004).
16Smith (1980), External Senses 3-8, 135—136.

7Smith (1983), LRBL, Languages, 34, 221.
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4.2 Perception and Pleasure

The definition of “pleasure” is different in Hume and in Smith.
Humean passions are based on a certain structure of the mind: the
search for the habitual pleasures and association of ideas, threatened
by the survival desire and, in short, by the death instinct. We are car-
ried away irremediably by an instinctive pleasure and by the attraction
to objects, but it is “the good” for men; instinctive pain, that we can
not avoid, is “the evil” for men. So, as Hume himself tells us, men are
slaves of their own passions. In Hume, the idea of beauty is communi-
cated through sympathy. The simple contemplation of a beautiful object
is agreeable, and virtue consists in the production of this beauty that
we relate to the self. The utility of an object pleases its owner because
it suggests the pleasure and convenience it can produce, so the owner is
proud of the relation of the object with himself. The spectator sympa-
thizes with the owner’s pride and with the pleasure he imagines that the
object creates. This reflection is secondary to the original pleasure; but
finally, it becomes the more important recommendation of riches and
the main reason for our desiring them or admiring them in others.!
Society is for Hume a collection of atomic subjective beauties perceived
only individually and based on the idea of the self. As beauty is defined
as a taste or sensation, it can be concluded that it is no more than a
shape that provides pleasure, and deformity pain. Apart from instinctive
pain, which seeks survival, Hume’s notion of beauty is centred on the
motives of habit and fashion.!”

On the contrary, for Smith, utility is only an image that we chase in
our mind. In the quest for utility—or for riches—we do not value the
pleasure or pain foreseen but the reducing of an anxiety we feel in the
seeking for an accurateness of an imagined system in which means seem
to be adapted to ends. The search for utility is therefore love of system,
a love that creates temporal or fictitious illusion, but not pleasure. The

"¥Hume (1964).

YFor different concepts of utility, see Long (1990, 12-39) and Stigler (1950, 58: 4: 307-327 and
58:5: 373-396, p. 392).
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conceited son of the poor that, to obtain the conveniences that he sup-
poses the rich enjoys, courts his hateful enemies and lives in an endless
intrigue, is looking only for an image of pleasure, never attaining it.?
Utility is a vain object of desire. Haakonssen and Vivenza freed Smith
from the utilitarian label in his moral theory and in his law theory.?!
The problem of Smith’s utilitarianism has also been presented, amongst
other works, in Griswold and Trincado.??

But is there for Smith any really satisfying pleasure? For Smith, seek-
ing an image is frustrating, but there is a pleasure that is not a reflex-
ive perception but a propensity. As Schliesser comments, Smith appears
to view human nature as a collection of human propensities.??> For
instance, the original propensity to feel with others makes us construct
language and language makes us construct division of labour as a neces-
sary consequence of the faculty of reason and speech. In the same way,
if anticipation is to Hume the source of pleasure, to Smith pleasure does
not need anticipation.

Nature has directed us to the greater part of these by original and imme-
diate instincts. Hunger, thirst, the passion which unites the two sexes, and
the dread of pain, prompt us to apply those means for their own sakes,
and without any consideration of their tendency to those beneficent ends
which the great Director of nature intended to produce by them.?*

Smith defines pleasure as a propensity to feel with people, things and
events. This gratitude is felt in calm events, from which pleasure can
begin. Happiness consists of and depends on tranquillity and enjoy-
ment. A wise man will be in every situation of his life equally calm, joy-
ful and satisfied. He is not blinded by frivolous pleasures. Smith himself

said that “I have, however, a mortal aversion to all anticipations”.25

20Smith (1976b, 181-183).

2Haakonssen (1981, 97—110) and Vivenza (2001, 143).
22Griswold (1999, 540) and Trincado (2003b).
23Schliesser (2009).

24Smith (1976a, 77-78).

25Smith (1987, 270).
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Our great evils come from not knowing the price of our own happi-
ness and wanting to change it for an illusory one.2® For Smith, “noth-
ing is more graceful than habitual cheerfulness, which is always founded
upon a peculiar relish for all the little pleasures, which common occur-
rences afford”.?” That is the case of the contemplation of Statuary and
Painting, in which we enjoy the pleasure of perception of embracea-
ble objects and the satisfaction of knowledge; or of the performers of
Dancing and Music, in which we enjoy the pleasure of movement.?8
“After the pleasures which arise from the gratification of the bodily
appetites, there seem to be none more natural to man than Music and
Dancing”.?

Pleasure for Smith is neither corporal nor mental. Smith criticizes
the Epicurean system, which considered the search for corporal pleas-
ure and the avoidance of corporal pain—the body as a centre of sen-
sations—as the only motive of action and the last and final objectives
of natural desire and aversion.’® According to Epicurus, every mental
pleasure or pain is derived from one of the body and from the self-pres-
ervation principle; but mental pleasures and pains are more acute
than corporal pleasures. The body only experiments the present sensa-
tion, while the brain can also feel past and future sensations, the one
through memory, the other through anticipation. So, it consequently
suffers and enjoys more. When we are exposed to the greater physical
pain, Epicurus said, we will always find, if we pay attention, that it is
not the suffering of the present moment that basically torments us, but
the recall of the past and the fear of the future. The present pain, alone
and separated from what happened in the past or is bound to come, is
a trifle that does not deserve consideration. At the same time, when we
enjoy the most intense pleasure, we will always find that the physical
sensation of the present moment is just a little fraction of our happiness

26Smith (1976a, 149).

27Smith (1976a, 41-42).

28Smith (1980, 176-207).

29Smith (1980, 187).

30Smith (1976a), TMS VILii.1.19-22, 275-278.
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and that our enjoyment emerges mainly from the evocation of the past
or the bringing forward of the future.?! But, in Epicurus’ system, future
uncertainty is painful; so, abstaining from the seeking of pleasure lets
man live quietly, without fears, awaiting unavoidable death. When the
body is free from pain and the brain from every anxiety, the added sen-
sation of physical pleasure is of little importance.

Smith refutes this need of apathy and asserts that the wise man is
sensible to whatever pleasure. Epicurus falls into the most customary
error of science: excessive simplification. All his theory is based on the
seeking of prudential pleasure, not in the correction of active sensa-
tions, since for Epicurus human action is passive—or reactive.>? In this
sense, for Smith we do not seek this mental tranquillity to free ourselves
from uncertainty and the anxiety of anticipation.’® We seek tranquil-
lity because only from that mood of our mind does reality emerge and
we are capable of having sensations (the opposite of “apathy”). So, the
hedonistic idea of pleasure and pain imply that sensations are ex post to
movement.

Those sensations appear to have been given us for the preservation of our
own bodies... But the desire of changing our situation necessarily sup-
poses some idea of externality; or of motion into a place different from
that in which we are; end even the desire of remaining in the same place
supposes some idea of at least the possibility of changing. Those sensa-
tions could not well have answered the intention of Nature, had they not
thus instinctively suggested some vague notion of external existence.’*

Unlike the Stoics, for Smith, it is not only our sensibility to others’ feel-
ings that is compatible with a self-commanding nature, but it is the
very same principle on which it is based. The propriety of our feelings
and sensations seems to be exactly in proportion to the force and vivac-
ity with which we enter into and conceive the feelings and sensations

31Smith (1976a, 294-300).

32Smith (1976a, 299).

33Smith (1976a), TMS VLiii.21, 246.
34Smith (1980, 167-168).
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of others. The individual that feels most the joy and sorrow of oth-
ers is better endowed to obtain the fullest control of his own joy and
sorrow.>> Some authors attribute this idea to the Stoical influence on
Smith, as Smith’s system points to a moral minimum and a moral maxi-
mum.3® But according to Smith it is human feeling, personal memories
that acts, not the absence of feeling with the logos acting as a self-com-
mander.”” Smith argues that the judge of our actions is not “other
people” in general, but certain individuals who evoke wonder and admi-
ration and inspire emulation in us.?

Contrary to Hume’s argument, Smith says that the virtues and passions
we acquire by habit are not so admired, because we find it difficult to
enter into another person’s habit, as we have not acquired it by ourselves.
This is the case with inferior prudence. In consequence, we approve of
prudential self-command, in which a present object interests us as much
as a future one, but we do not admire it. The search for self-preservation
is implicit in nature and, according to Smith, all the necessities and con-
veniences of the body “are always very easily supplied”.?

But prudence not addressed to the care of one’s self is necessarily
admirable.“’ Self-command allows us to address our passive feelings to
the objective of Justice and Magnanimity. Aiming for the accomplish-
ment of virtue, it can control fear and rage, or the longing for com-
fort, pleasure or applause; and it is “independent of the beauty, which it
derives from its utility”.#! Thus, when we observe someone controlling
his fear of death addressed to a noble motive,*? the decrease in his fear
of death allows us to empathize with his noble search without being
blocked by the sympathy with his pain. Thus, self-command increases

35Smith (1976a, 152).

36\Waszek (1984).

37For Stoics influences in Smith, see Lizaro (2012).
38Klein (2016).

39S8mith (1976a, 213).

40Smith (1976a, 216).

#1Smith (1976a, 238).

“As in Smith (1976a, 238-239).
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our admiration.? This is due to the fact that, according to Smith, and
as Griswold points out, the fear of death is a pain of the imagination
and, in consequence, it is easier for us to sympathize with it than with a
corporal pain.#4

This idea of pleasure, obviously, challenges the homo oeconomicus
rational calculator of pleasures and pains constructed in the nineteenth
century.®> The higher moral standard implies a dialogue between mate-
rialistic and moral concerns. Actually, between the first and last editions
of TMS, the taste for luxury and conspicuous consumption became
widespread in Great Britain, but Smith decided to consider superior
prudence and magnanimity the best way to keep society away from
moral deception. Inferior prudence depends on the expectation of exter-
nal success, superior prudence depends on wisdom of moral character,
which at best “imitates the work of a divine artist, which can never be
equalled”. 4

4.3 The Self

But Adam Smith is not lacking in contradiction. Smith says that a per-
son growing up in some solitary place could not think of his own char-
acter or of the propriety or merit of his own sentiments and conduct.*?
As Smith intended to confirm “that our judgments concerning our
own conduct have always a reference to the sentiments of some other
being”,? in the formation of the self, Smith presupposes the idea of
the observer, which is in fact what he wants to explain.>® If the process
of creating the self consists in observing elements external—another’s

“43Meardon and Ortmann (1996), Montes (2004, 76-86), and McKenna (2006).
“Griswold (1999, 119).

45Persky (1995).

“Morrow (1923) and Garbo (2016).

47Smith (1976a), TMS VLiii.25, 247.

48Smith (1976a), TMS 111.i.3, 111.

“Corr. 49.

50Smith (1976a), TMS I11.i.2-5, 109—112; TMS IV.ii.
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smile, and rewards—and achieving their acceptance, and the self of the
Other has also been shaped in a similar way, everything is a reflection of
a reflection, pure semblance, a mask foreign to the individual himself.
This contradiction earned Smith innumerable criticisms.>! From litera-
ture, we know that to insist on this idea can create a duplication of the
self, which can draw us into labyrinth-like feelings. This duplication has
been described by Borges, who continually ventured deeper and deeper
into his own private labyrinth.5? Moreover, Smith recognizes that the
imaginary spectator of our own conduct examines it when we are about
to act and afterwards, but never when we are acting.55 Consequently,
it cannot motivate the action, and to justify the act he uses the self-
deceiving mechanism.>* The process of socialization is key for the adap-
tive function of the self>> but this adaptation is based on a Hobbesian
fear of death.5® Smith says that we even sympathize with the dead.”
According to Griswold, the sympathy with the death implies that
Smithian sympathy is self-referencing as the dead cannot feel what we
are feeling.”® But actually, when we sympathize with the dead we are
feeling something: a void of reality. And, in order to avoid this feeling of
void, we create a reactive self. This is Hume’s definition of the self.

But Smith’s praise for self-command implies a belief in the existence
of a free, self-restrained “self”, immune to pleasure—pain pulsation.”
According to Smith, there seems to be an active and grateful self, and a
reactive and possessive self in all of us. The former is always present, and
from it perception and active principles are bound to emerge; the latter

51See the objections by Stewart and Thomas Reid in Thomas Brown lectures. Reeder (1997,
143-144).

52See Trincado (2006b).
53Smith (1976a), TMS 111.4.2-4, 157.

Related in TMS IILiv.4-6, 157-159. Self-deception in the Impartial Spectator is studied in
Gerschlager (2002).

55Smith (1976a), TMS I11.
Cropsey (1957) and Pack (1991).
Smith (1976a), TMS Li.1.13, 12.
58Griswold (1999, 89).

»See (Montes 2004, 101-114). But, curiously, in the Glasgow edition of the TMS there is only
one reference to the word ‘liberty’ (Harpham 2000).
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is dependent, unreal and mortal, with reactive principles of movement.
It is thanks to the first self that human beings seek an emotional bond
with people in the present and create relationships with present things.

For instance, when he talks about “dignity”, Smith expresses two ideas:
one, the virtue of self~command; the other, the notion of social rank.
It is an inherent value of people, but in the first case it implies that we
command a self intrinsically worthy of dignity, and in the second that
we create an image of a social self. Both cases depend on affective human
nature, based on a power or faculty of mind, not rational or divine.®®

Considering the existence of an active principle of the self, it is easier
to understand why self-love is a positive ethical principle.®! This self is a
grateful reality, not a manmade construction. When Smith looks in the
mirror, he expresses self-love that is neither self-referencing nor depend-
ent but that is grateful or friendly to reality.

One’s own face becomes then the most agreeable object which a look-
ing-glass can represent to us...; whether handsome or ugly, whether old
or young, it is the face of a friend always.%?

Perhaps Borges’ fear of mirrors was due to their making him feel more
unreal for lack of self-love: the reflection did not differ from the thing
reflected.

4.3.1 The Reactive Self

Let us explain then, how the reactive and the active self work in Smith’s
morality. For Smith, the death instinct cannot be the target of our
action since fear of death is “the great poison of human happiness”.®3

The lack of fear of death makes humans more sensitive,** and for that

Debes (2012).

®1For the question of self-love, see Black (2006).
62]mitative Arts [.17, 186.

©3Smith (1976a), TMS 1.i.1.13, 13.

%4Smith (1976a), TMS V.ii.11, 208.
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reason, for instance, soldiers evince a “character of gaiety, levity, and
sprightly freedom”.%> That is, when people allow themselves to be
swayed by the imagination of nothingness, their movements are reactive
and evasive, not free.

In this sense, “the idea of death” implies a break in time where, as
above mentioned, the individual lives in a vacuum “in the present”. It
implies some type of “not accepting of reality” and this should mean
some type of non-existence. So, in such a situation, the only thing the
individual can do is try to forget the vacuum by placing a veil over his
or her imagination. In fact, “utility” is that image, and “uses” the present
for its self-determination.®

This leads to an anxious search for utility that wipes out any possi-
bility of a relaxed present, and our own image enslaves us. As we said,
in the final stage of his life, the arriviste understands that wealth and
splendour are “no more adapted for procuring ease of body or tranquil-
lity of mind than the tweezer-cases of the lover of toys”.®” Only through
an understanding of the value of “Time, the great and universal com-
forter”®® could self-command dominate passion, enjoying beforehand
that tranquillity which we foresee the course of time will restore to us
in the end. Moreover, the idea of death can be a utility to be admired or
accepted, something religions have managed to promote. This may be a
reason why Smith challenged the church as an institution.%

However, Smith became increasingly sceptical of the judgement of
popular opinion”? and perceived the influence of a tribunal in moral
judgement different from others” judgement.”! Smith says:

You will observe that it is intended both to confirm my doctrine that our
y
judgements concerning our own conduct have always a reference to the

5Smith (1976a), TMS V.2.6, 203.
66Smith (1976a), TMS IV.i.1-6, 179-180.
7Smith (1976a), TMS IV.i.8, 181.
68Smith (1976a), TMS IILiii.32, 151.
®See Griswold (1999, 10-11).

70Corr. 48-57.

71Smith (1976a), TMS I1Lii.32, 130.
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sentiment of some other being and, to shew that, notwithstanding, this
real magnanimity and conscious virtue can support itself under the disap-
probation of all mankind.”?

4.3.2 The Active Self

In Smith’s theory, moral sentiments, like self-command, are not
totally based on education or custom. “The principles of the imagina-
tion, upon which our sense of beauty depends... may easily be altered
by habit and education... the sentiments of moral approbation... are
founded on the strongest... passions of human nature; and... cannot be
entirely perverted”.”> The principles of the imagination are contrasted
with the sentiments of moral approbation. Besides, self-command
does not imply negating oneself. The passions, instead of disappearing,
“lie concealed in the breast of the sufferer”.”* Self-command is self-
actualization of certain principles of justice and enables us to express
“the highest contempt of death and pain”,”® i
of the spectator.

Although some scholars have considered Smith’s impartial spectator
to be a collective person,’® if this were so he would not approve of an
action that all humanity would disapprove of. The existence of a tribu-
nal not dependent on imagination seems to imply a momentary psycho-
logical break with the image of the self. The man “sees, with grief and
affliction, in how many different features the mortal copy falls short of
the immortal original”.”” “In such cases, this demigod within the breast
appears, like the demigods of the poets, though partly of immortal, yet

ncreasing the admiration

7?The Correspondence of Adam Smith, Letter 40 to Gilbert Elliot, Glasgow, 10 October 1959,
p- 49 (ed. Mossner and Ross).

73Smith (1976a), TMS V.ii.1, 200.
74Smith (1976a), TMS V.ii.11, 208.
75Smith (1976a), TMS V.ii.9, 206.
7Hope (1989, 9) and Campbell (1971).
77Smith (1976a), TMS VLiii.25, 247.
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partly too of mortal extraction”.”8 This self is the one that makes depth
perception possible which supposes an identification with ubiquity, and
it resolves the contradiction of the existence of an impartial spectator
who, at the same time, sums up others’ judgement and disapproves of
all humanity. The imaginary man requires an impulse “from outside” to
act; an active “self” acts “towards the outside”. It requires, as Ricoeur
(1984, 53) says, to be present in the passage.

As we have said, for Smith the sense of merit is made up of a direct
sympathy with the sentiments of the agent and an indirect sympathy
with the gratitude of those who receive the benefit of his actions.”” But
the demigod within the breast has as its motive life itself and sympa-
thizes with the gratitude of people affected by it. In TMS Smith says
that “whatever is the cause of pleasure naturally excites our gratitude”.8°
In its first stage, this gratitude is inseparable from wonder and the sense
of reality.8! Probably, the faith in an ordered world, emerges then.
Haakonssen points out that Smith’s is based on Samuel von Cocceji’s
theory, which asserts that the individual should understand his life to be
a personal gift from God.3?

The active “self” does not necessarily imply the existence of a Kantian
transcendental ego or of innate ideas. A non-eidetic self can be placed in the
observer of memory, which covers the present as a whole, out of succession
of time. This self has active principles as it does not oppose the outside.3? It
does not want to observe an image; it wants a correspondence with life and
to find a sense of freedom and gratitude shared with its peers.54

In his work, Smith talks about some active principles of move-
ment, which depend to some extent on self-command. The first active

78Smith (1976a), TMS 111.ii.32, 131. See also Smith (1976a), TMS IIL.v.9, 168; Smith (1976a),
TMS 11L.ii.12, 121.

79Smith (1976a), TMS ILi.v.2, 74.
80Smith (1980), Astronomy I11. 2, 48.
81Smith (1980), Astronomy I11.2, 49.
82Haakonssen (1996, 135-148).

83See Trincado (2003a) and Huxley (1963).
$Trincado (2004).
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principle is joy, very closely related with “the willingness to live” and
contrary to the idea of suicide. “Nature, in her sound and healthful
state, seems never to prompt us to suicide...”®® Smith was prompted
to write this by Hume’s posthumous publication “On Suicide”. As in
Husserl, this self implies a direct perceptive contact, a “now” that retains
but also seeks the future and does not conceive of “no future”. Actually,
in Husserl, and after Ricoeur, time is not defined as a succession of
moments, but rather the following of a narration, with a past, a present
and a future.8® For Smith, confidence in the “divine plan” allows the
wise person to face all types of adversities, including death, “not only
with humble resignation... but... with alacrity and joy”.%” He submits
to reality because it is right, regardless of the effect on his happiness in
the afterlife.®8

Curiosity and wonder are also active principles that are part of Smith
system. Wonder leads men in the direction of novelty and does not
necessarily seek “any expectation of advantage from its discoveries”.®
Curiosity needs in some way self-love, which, as opposed to selfishness,
is a morally positive principle, as it is the basis for the capacity to under-
stand: he/she who does not believe in himself (or herself) shuts off their
intuitive capacity, losing one of the underpinnings of existence, that is,
“attention to life”.

Those unfortunate persons, whom nature has formed a good deal below
the common level, seem sometimes to rate themselves still more below it
than they really are. This humility appears sometimes to sink them into
idiotism.%°

And for self-love to activate itself it is essential that there be a con-
sciousness of reciprocity and belief in the other. “The man who had

85TMS VILii.1.34, 287.
86Rjcoeur (1984, 27).
87Smith (1976a), TMS VLii.3.4, 236.

8Smith (1976a), TMS VILiii.3.13-14, 325. For comparison with utilitarian theory, see TMS
VILii.3.21, 305-306.

8()Astronomy 1I1.3, 51.
20Smith (1976a), TMS VLiii.49, 260.
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the misfortune to imagine that nobody believed a single word he says,
would feel himself the outcast of human society”.”! In Astronomy II
Smith also describes wonder in terms of uncertainty about the future
and as a painful sentiment which gives rise to anxious curiosity.”?

Two other principles that Smith briefly sketches are creativity and
play. In Smith’s treatment of political economy, active play implies
reciprocity. Certain types of work—the repetitive and mechanical—
undermine the meaning and value of personal life and stupefy people.
Time becomes cyclical in eternal repetition. Ldzaro relates this feature
of Smith’s theory to Nicolas Grimaldi’s philosophy, for whom work is
marked by a sense of creativity and gift: work opens the worker to all
those who may benefit from his work.”® In WN, active play is persua-
sion and it is displayed in the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange
one thing for another. Solitary and self-referring play can be harmful,
based as it is on reactions. “The over-weening conceit which the greater
part of men has of their own abilities”®* leads them to “The contempt of
risk and the presumptuous hope of success”.”> However, Smith does not
explore the concept of creativity in the WN. He does that in his theory
of Rhetoric and aesthetics, which we will subsequently study.

4.4 Rationality

Another of the common elements of the Scottish Enlightenment was
its critique of rationalism. In this period, the authors of “the analysis of
riches” normally raised the mechanical efficiency principle to the category
of beauty. They talked about organic beauty, or adaptation of a shape to
the environment, and about mechanical beauty, the perfect adaptation of
the shape to its end, use or utility.”® Berkeley in his 7heory of Vision and

91Smith (1976a), TMS VILiv.26, 336.

92Schliesser (2006).

93L4zaro (2010, 76-77), quoting Grimaldi (1998).
94Smith (1976b), WN Lx.b, 124.

95Smith (1976b), WN Lx.b, 126.

9%6Marchdn (1996, 50).
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in Alciphron was a more earnest defender of the functionalist theory, in
which all beauty depends on imagination of the subordination of the uses
to the ends.””

The imagination for Hobbes is the “weakened sense”, the image that
stays when closing your eyes in the darkness. There is no active principle
to create it: when it weakens further it is “memory” and a lot of mem-
ories are “experience”, which is obtained with years and independent of
individual will. The sequence of thoughts is “mental speech”. It is not
an arbitrary succession but it is “not—guided”, created without inten-
tion by a desire (to digress); or “regulated” by some desire or plan (to
deliberate).”®

Hume, following Hobbes and Hutcheson, claimed that reason is
only a reflection of a feeling. And Smith subsequently reasserts this idea.
When they refute reason as the principle of approbation, they were crit-
icizing the Cambridge Platonist Ralph Cudworth (1617-1688) who
considered that ideas of right and wrong are antecedent to all law and
experience.”® For Hume, reason can only have two effects: excite a pas-
sion by informing us of the existence of something that is its proper
object, or discover the connection of causes and effects, to give us the
means to execute a passion. The person may be wrong in what will pro-
duce an imagined pleasure, but it is an involuntary error, in fact, that
cannot be a source of guilt or criminality. Sometimes, Hume says, calm
actions are mixed with those of reason. For him, what we call men-
tal strength is no more than the prevalence of calm over violent pas-
sions. But these calmed passions are known more by the effects than
by the immediate feeling or sensation. Tasset says that Hume mixes rea-
son with peaceful passion without justification.!®® Stroud argues that
Hume fails to demonstrate why gentle passions (which are supposed to
be less strong) manage to affect behaviour and are the cause of quiet

inclinations.!0!

9Berkeley (1709, 1732).
9Hobbes (1989, 43).
99Carrasco (2004).

100 asset (1999, 47).
101Stroud (1977, 167-168).
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According to Hume, after many experiences, “we retain a degree of
belief, which is sufficient for our purpose, either in philosophy or com-
mon life”.19 A demonstration is a belief (for example, that the sun will
rise tomorrow). It is an experience of the sensible part of our natures,
rather than the rational part, a fruit of imagination. Only by giving an
impulse in the opposite direction to a passion might reason operate, but
reason does not produce impulses. Therefore, Hume does not allude
to reason as an ability of the practical type, which directly determines
conduct, but rather conduct is affected by reason in an indirect way,
through passion.!%?

Smith also asserts that the first perceptions of good and evil can-
not derive from reason, but from the immediate feeling and emotion.
Even cause and effect is a type of beauty that impresses men strongly,
the same as animal and vegetable kingdom beauty does, the great natu-
ral ecosystem in which every element seems to fit as a great puzzle and
every specie suits the niche for which it seems to have been created.

But, unlike previous authors, for Smith systems of reason deal with
objects that we consider independently of any relation with us or the
individual whose feelings we judge. We admire them because they refer

to something external of which we are common spectators and that we
share.104

When the sentiments of our companion coincide with our own in things
of this kind, which are obvious and easy, he seems to deserve no praise or
admiration on account of them. But when they not only coincide with
our own, but lead and direct our own; when informing them he appears
to have attended to many things which we had overlooked, and to have
adjusted them to all the various circumstances of their objects; we not
only approve of them, but wonder and are surprised at their uncommon
and unexpected acuteness and comprehensiveness, and he appears to
deserve a very high degree of admiration and applause... The utility of
those qualities, it may be thought, is what first recommends them to us;

192Hume (1964a, 476), Treatise: I: IV: 1. See Livingston (1984).

103 asset (1999, 50). On the several meanings of the term “reason” in Hume, see Tasset (1999,
47-59) and Norton (1982, 96-98).

104Smich (1976a): TMS: 67-68, I: I: TV.
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and, no doubt, the consideration of this, when we come to attend to it,
gives them a new value. Originally, however, we approve of another man’s
judgment, not as something useful, but as right, as accurate, as agreeable
to truth and reality.!?

We do not admire the special capacity of perception of objects, both
natural and humane, due to its utility, but because it is wise and brings
us closer to reality without creating a barrier of incredulity. In this case,
therefore, not only is it the coincidence of imagined feelings that pro-
duces pleasure, but the surprise and the gratitude for a common reality.

Unlike Hume, Smith does not hold that moral distinctions derive
from sentiment as opposed rto reason.'% For Smith, our aptitude for
reasoning arises from language, and reason itself is a type of language.
Therefore, it arises from the desire to coincide with the feelings of
others and is a reflection of moral feelings, not the other way round.
It adapts to temperament and the historical age, but people also adapt
their reason to language, and their reason is perverted by the perver-
sions of language. In his Essays on Philosophical Subjects, Smith consid-
ers the subjective side of the scientific enterprise. He argues that human
beings engage in science primarily in hopes of soothing the imagination
by accounting for the chaos of appearances. In this sense, all scientific
theories are “mere inventions of imagination”. Therefore, every theory
must remain forever subject to revision. Science is a permanently open
activity, one that is prompted by our passions and forged by the imagi-
nation.!%” This does not mean, however, that reality does not exist: only
that science is an imagined product that tries to represent or account
for the regularities of nature. As Hithn says, it stresses the fact that the
values and sentiments of scientists are involved in knowledge generation
which must be based in humility: scientists must never make claims of
absolute truth.!8

105Smith (1976a, 68-69), I: IV.
106Darwall (1999, 142).
107Rasmussen (2017, 41).
198Hiihn (2017).
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But, who are the epigones of Hume’s and Smith’s concept of ration-
ality? We may find in the theorists of bounded rationality and differ-
ent decision-making procedures, including behavioural economics, the
successors of Hume.!%? Smith’s imprint is to be seen in Popper’s work.
Popper has an evolutionary theory of knowledge and learning but also
a methodological proposal for the social sciences known as “Situational
Analysis”, which has an “objectivist” and “subjectivist” version.!!? Even
Schumpeter’s distinction between the “rationality of the observer” and
the “rationality in the observed” may be considered included in the
Smithian concept of rationality.!!!

4.5 Sympathy

Both Hume and Smith consider that, as against Hutcheson, morality
springs not from an innate, God-given moral sense but rather from the
operations of sympathy. For them, our moral sentiments are acquired
and developed over time, not written directly into human nature.!!?
They coincide also in considering that right and wrong are established
by the sentiments that we feel when we adopt the proper perspective
that corrects for personal biases and misinformation. So, for both it is
not true that whatever feels right is right. Hume thinks that to make
an accurate judgement of an action or character we must surmount our
own circumstances and adopt a “general point of view” or the “com-
mon point of view”, the viewpoint of the judicious spectator. We must
consider the effects of the actions on ourselves and on those who have
any commerce with the person we consider. Likewise, Smith holds that
proper moral judgment requires adopting the standpoint of an impartial
spectator.

109Simon (1957), Rubinstein (1998), and Thaler (1994).
10Popper (1957).

MSchumpeter (1991).

112Smith (1976a), TMS 111.4.5, 158; VILiii.3, 321-327.
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But Hume also differed from Adam Smith in his definition of “sym-
pathy”. Smith himself, in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, wanted
to get rid of that earlier meaning of the term sympathy: ““Sympathy’,
though its meaning may originally have been the same, can now fairly
properly be used to denote our fellow-feeling with any passion what-
ever”.!13 The Greek term of sym-patheia—suffering with—had the
sense of compassion. In English, sympathy and compassion have no
semantic identity but in the English usage of the seventeenth cen-
tury, sympathy included compassion. Sympathy is now a broader term
than compassion: it implies sharing a feeling, while compassion, espe-
cially during the eighteenth century, acquires its current meaning and
implies commiseration, grief or pity towards the other and, therefore,
an implicit inequality.

From these different concepts, two radically different views of moral-
ity arise. Hume had spoken of a sympathy that can be opposed to antip-
athy: it consists in the characters being hateful or pleasant for us. Hume
considered that the spectator shares sympathy with the pleasure of the
benefit; Smith believed that sympathy is with the affections and motives
of the person who acts, and we sympathize with the gratitude of the
person who is acted upon.114 For Hume, therefore, we cannot sympa-
thize with pain without a certain aversion. For Smith, the shared grat-
itude is sufficient payment for the spectator. The moral approval and
propriety of an action consist in the coincidence of the feelings of the
spectator with the motives of the agent. Smith tried to criticize the the-
ory that reduces sympathy to the egocentric self-love in which man,
aware of his weakness and need for help from others, rejoices when
another adopts his own passion because he is sure of his help.!!

As gratitude leads naturally to the search for correspondence, man
reflects on his fellow beings and makes them the subject of his grati-
tude. The objective of human action is then to feel loved by their fellow
creatures and to be in consonance with others’ judgements. In addition,

113Smith (1976a), TMS: 1: 1: 1: 52. See Fricke (2016, 181-183) and Rasmussen (2017, 90-94).
114G mich, TMS: I: 1: V.
158ee Holthoon (1993, 45).
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this is the moment when moral sentiment emerges, with the recogni-
tion of our equality with another being and his seecking to harmonize
his feelings with our own.!1¢

Smith explains the difference between his theory and that of Hume:

I1. There is another system which attempts to account for the origin of
our moral sentiments from sympathy, distinct from that which I have
been endeavouring to establish. It is that which places virtue in utility,
and accounts for the pleasure with which the spectator surveys the util-
ity of any quality from sympathy with the happiness of those who are
affected by it. This sympathy is different both from that by which we
enter into the motives of the agent, and from that by which we go along
with the gratitude of the persons who are benefited by his actions. It is
the same principle with that by which we approve of a well-contrived
machine. But no machine can be the object of either of those two last
mentioned sympathies. I have already, in the fourth part of this discourse,

given some account of this system.!!”

This is targeting the theory of David Hume directly. Subsequently, as
David Raynor points out, Hume silently complains that he was not
cited and tries to correct Smith’s simplification of his theory in an anon-
ymous review of the book.!'® However, he knew perfectly well that their
theories differed, and that Smith was taking advantage of his opposition
to Hume’s.

This difference in their concepts of sympathy may be exemplified by
their understanding of suicide. For Hume, as we have seen, suicide is
morally admirable; for Smith, it is an object of commiseration and a
consequence of a lack of self-command. Hume sympathizes with the
avoidance of pain in a life that he thinks not worth living. He con-
siders admirable the self-command that entails opposing the human
instinct for survival. But in the sixth edition of his Zheory of Moral
Sentiments of 1790, Smith says that although suicide is not criminal, it

%For the importance of love in smith, see Griswold and Uyl (1996).
7Smith (1976a), TMS VILiii.3.17, 327.
118Raynor (1984).
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is reprehensible for an impartial spectator. According to Eckstein, the
fact that Smith did not consider suicide punishable was contrary to con-
temporary opinion.!!” But the important question is that, for Smith,
the principle of praise of suicide is a philosophical refinement. Nature,
in her sound and healthful state, never impels us to suicide. It is true, he
says, that there is a kind of melancholy that seems to be accompanied
by an appetite for self-destruction. But “The unfortunate persons who
perish in this miserable manner are the proper objects not of censure
but of commiseration”. It is never a sign of strength, but of weakness
(and pride). But “I do not remember to have either read or heard of any
American savage who, upon being taken prisoner by some hostile tribe,
put himself to death in order to avoid being afterwards put to death in
torture”.!20 However, pretending to punish a person when they are out
of reach of any human sanction is as absurd as it is unfair. The pun-
ishment can fall only on their surviving friends and relations, who are
always perfectly innocent, and must be devastated by the final decision
of the loved one.!?! Smith, as we see, does not consider suicide proper,
as he cannot sympathize with the motive of the agent—avoiding pain is
not admirable, only an instinct; and neither does he consider it merito-
rious as he sympathizes with the gratitude—in this case, indignation—
of those relatives affected. Finally, he might reject the non-gratitude to
life of the person committing suicide, which is related to the pride of
considering some life not worth living.

We may account for some other differences in the concepts of sympa-
thy of both authors. For Hume sympathy is passive, almost a mechan-
ical process, an emotional contagion. For Smith, it is more active
projection and we sympathize not so much with the real circumstances
of the person, but with what those circumstances would be for a wise
and fair person, who is in touch with reality. The fact that human
beings are capable of indignation shows that sympathy can be distin-
guished from the “emotional contagion” or complete identification,

9F00t 36 of Smith, TMS: VIL: II: I: 287, ed. Raphael and Macfie.
120Smith (1976b), TMS: VII: I: 11, par. 34.
121Smith (1976b), TMS: VII: II: I: 504—505.
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which disallows any chance of dissension between people.!?? Smith
insists with examples such as the fact that we feel pity for someone who
has lost the use of reason even if she appears perfectly content or that we
feel sorry for someone’s death.!??> For Smith what makes us approve or
disapprove of moral action is propriety and merit, which are not to do
with feeling happy or sad or angry, but with motives. Neither of them
is based on pleasure, but on the gratitude for some intention to benefit
someone.

Darwall has proposed that we use “empathy” instead of “sympathy”
when referring to the Smithian imagined change of position.'?# Pleasure
in the form of gratitude can be felt equally by the agent and the spec-
tator. Fontaine defines Smith’s sympathy as a “complete empathetic
identification”. However, Smith is only speaking about “harmony of
sentiments”, about an identification with the other when we agree with
the motives.!?> For that reason, the theory could be better defined as an
empathizing sympathy, or as a critical empathy. The self that can criti-
cize feelings of others needs to be outside the imaginative process. The
Smithian idea of natural “sympathy” requires a profound belief in the
notion of external existence and the possibility of empathetic sympa-
thy. For Smith, we like to see that we can sympathize with people’s real
motives, even when they consist of pain. So, we want to get to know
others, not in search of utility, but to feel and get to know the reality of
things.!2¢

Then, the concept of the “empathizing sympathy” implies that we
can imagine the circumstances of the other person, and even our own,
without possessing an admirative or critical ability with respect to
those circumstances. Then, we sympathize with his—our—feelings.
Nevertheless, when the imaginative process becomes independent of the
imaginary self, and we observe it from a time outside succession, our

122Tasset (1995, 101). See also Griswold (1999, Ch. 6); or Vivenza 2001.
123F]eischacker (2012, 276).

24Darwall (1998, 264-269).

125Fontaine (2001, 388). Raynor (1984) differed from Fointaine’s claim.
126Smith (1976a), TMS VI1.iv.28, 337. Smith (1976a), TMS VILiii.1.4, 317.
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relationship with time opens up. Then, we “realize” that an independ-
ent and active feeling occurs, a feeling of admiration, of indignation, of
compassion, of gratitude. This is because we seck gratefulness to real-
ity from the other person, and not finding it causes surprise. In many
cases, this capacity of comprehension is obstructed because, in fact, “we
do not want to understand”. We prefer to maintain our comfortable
situation of inactivity or we do not want to recognize a previous mis-
take—the self-deceit. However, it is possible for a sufficiently moving
experience to expand our understanding again, and sometimes it can
help us make a break with our previous acceptance connections. One
familiar case of this sudden shift of mind is Hume’s mental crisis'?” or
the one suffered by John Stuart Mill.!28

For instance, Smith shows in his Lectures on Jurisprudence that indig-
nation is the feeling on which the notion of justice is based. The founda-
tion of justice is another topic about which Smith diverges from Hume.!?
According to Hume, rules are necessary for the existence of society and,
then, authority emerged due to this need for external control. Hume’s
description of society seems to agree with the idea of “possessive individ-
ualism”,!%0 since it gives importance to the desire for possession and to
the problems posed for coexistence by the opposing individual desires.
However, Hume is not monist about social motivation. Men do not only
want wealth and power; they live their passions by comparison, something
that rules out an exclusive tendency to possession, since what matters is
not the objects themselves, but how they appear in the social light.!3!

Conversely, Smith considers justice a feeling and precisely it is a
non-adaptive feeling. Justice is a feeling of propriety, not based on the
volatile enjoyment of pleasure or flight from pain but on indignation
when we see an improper act. The basis for justice is not utility or

127Mossner (1980, 66, 70).
128Mill (1971).

129Haakonsen (1981, Ch. 4), Fleischacker (2004, 151—154), Pack and Schliesser (2004, 61-63), and
Frazer (2010, Ch. 4).

13%Macpherson (1970).
31Tasset (1999, 243-244).
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reason, which are an outline of the future that would use punishment
for an imaginary end. Justice is for Smith a feeling in the present.!?

The revenge of the injured which prompts him to retaliate the injury on
the offender is the real source of the punishment of crimes. That which
Grotius and other writers commonly allege as the original measure of
punishments, viz the consideration of the publick good, will not suffi-

ciently account for the constitution of punishments.!3

Indignation is a feeling that precedes the law. The state must acknowl-
edge this feeling, the state does not create it.!3* Disapproval in terms
of (im)propriety and (de)merit comes now from the criminal motives
and the rage of the affected person. Pack & Schliesser note that in TMS
revenge gets replaced by resentment of the injured and the sympathetic
observer.!%> Therefore, Smith stresses the idea of the spectator both in
his ethics and in his theory of law. Smith’s theory of morals led to his
theory of jurisprudence and the principles of jurisprudence led him to
his history of economics.!3°
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