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CONSIDERATIONS ON THE ADAM SMITH QUESTION

Ey p ZVEREN*

This paper addresses itself to the consistency problem in Adam Smith’s
thought in a roundabout way. First, a close reading of The Theory of Moral
Sentiments is attempted in order to identify Adam Smith’s implicit vision of
socicty and method of analysis. It is argued that Adam Smith conceived
society as a possibility in his earlier book. While focusing on the specific
question of political economy in a commercial society in The Wealth of
Nations, Adam Smith had to assume that the social realm was already
constructed, that is, given. Despite the shift from a general science of society
to the study of the particular political cconomy of commercial state, thematic
continuity of interests and methodological affinities as reflected in the
persistence of the Newtonian logic attest to the consistency and integrity of
Adam Smith’s thought.

"...the very suspicion of a fatherless world must be the most melancholy of all
reflections.” Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1759.

"A public mourning raises the price of black cloth." Adam Smith, The Wealth
of Nations, 1776.

1. INTRODUCTION

The relationship of The Theory of Moral Sentiments to The Wealth
of Nations has stirred much debate. Many a critique has overlooked Adam
Smith’s seminal work on moral philosophy. As such, it has been obscured
under the shadow of the latter consequential text, and when noticed, placed
within the context of an evolutionary schema, as if it is little more than
a prelude to the later opus magnum. Reading The Theory of Moral Sentiments
in the light of The Wealth of Nations has given rise to the famous Adam
Smith problem concerning the compatibility of the two texts. Originally,
it had been argued that the two texts were incompatible because as Adam
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Smith’s thought matured, he revised his ideas and arrived at the formulations
expressed in The Wealth of Nations. The implication of this viewpoint is
straightforward: The Theory of Moral Sentiments belongs to the prehistory of
The Wealth of Nations. The opponents of this view have attempted to
demonstrate how the two texts were consistent and therefore how the second
built upon the groundwork laid by the former. Consistent or otherwise, both
approaches shared a common belief in the importance of chronology and
therefore read The Theory of Moral Sentiments retrospectively with the
spectacles of The Wealth of Nations. The question of chronology leaves much
to be said. We know that Adam Smith revised both texts several times for their
various editions. Therefore if there was an evolution, it was much more complex
than hitherto imagined. Moreover, the revisions of 1790 edition of The Theory
of Moral Sentiments imply that as far as Smith was concerned, there was no
problem of inconsistency among the two texts (Macfie, 1959: 223-24; Anspach,
1972: 203-4). It is somewhat surprising that Adam Smith did not use
cross-references despite the striking parallels in certain sections (Young, 1986:
382). This may have been so, either because he thought the points of contact
between the two texts were self-evident, or because he assumed a highly
specialized readership for each text, an unlikely, but not altogether impossible
case for his time. While it must be admitted that the two texts are not of matching
significance, their distinctness has to be acknowledged in order to explore the
multi-dimensional relationship between them. For this purpose, I choose to begin
with a close reading of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. I will focus on the
vision of society implicit in Adam Smith’s moral philosophy as this may provide
a connecting link with the conceptions of society inherent in The Wealth of
Nations. I will then explore Adam Smith’s method of analysis in The Theory
of Moral Sentiments to see whether it bears any resemblance to that deployed
in The Wealth of Nations.

2. THE SOCJAL NATURE OF THE MORAL QUESTION

According to Adam Smith, to be able to speak of right and wrong,
or good or bad, in other words, to be able to pose and answer a moral
question, the preexistence of the ’social’ is a necessary condition. To put
it differently, human reason or instincts alone, cannot be the basis for
an operational notion of morality. Therefore, the moral question relates
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to the domain of social beings. In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, personal
judgements are predicated upon the ability of the individual to change
places with another, and hence presuppose the prior existence and social
definition of the locus of the other. "We can never survey our own sentiments
and motives, we can never form any judgement concerning them, unless,
we remove ourselves, as it were, from our natural station, and endeavour
to view them as at a certain distance from us" (Smith, 1976a: 203). The
only yardstick at one’s disposal for this judgement is one’s own faculties.
But whether one can develop and use this yardstick presupposes the development
of the self with respect to the other(s) within a social environment. Adam
Smith makes this clear by reference to the case of the savage: "Were
it possible that a human creature could grow up to manhood in some
solitary place, without any communication with his own species, he could
no more think of his own character, of the propriety or demerit of his
own sentiments and conduct, of the beauty or deformity of his own mind,
than of the beauty or deformity of his own face" (Smith, 1976a: 204).
When it comes to reflecting upon the moral conduct of one’s own, a
higher degree of socialization is essential. Not only does one need the
‘mirror’ of society, but also the internalization of that very ’mirror’, to
perform what Smith describes as the division of the same self into two
persons, one of whom can judge the other as if he were an impartial
observer (Smith, 1976a: 206). Conscience is deeply engraved into the division
of the self and reminds one constantly of the fact that he is "but one
of the multitude, in no respect better than any other in it" (Smith, 1976a:
235). It is with the faculty of sympathy that we resign from being moved
by our self-love alone. If we are not utilitarians, as Smith puts it, it
is because we have sentiments of sympathy with which we pass moral
judgements within a social environment.

In connection with this process of moral judgement, a distinction is
made between the individual and society. The former is neither a derivative
nor a microcosm of the latter, whereas the latter is not a ’space’ which
can be exhausted by the summation of a finite number of individuals.
Society is a space which provides numerous individuals with distinct placings
and thus establishes a relative mapping of them. If individuals occupy
different positions their perspectives cannot overlap: "My companion does
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not naturally look upon the misfortune that has befallen me, or the injury
that has been done me from the same point of view in which I consider
them" (Smith, 1976a: 65). Precisely because of the distance factor, from
one’s own place "everything appears magnified and misrepresented by self-love"
(Smith, 1976a: 262). Therefore, relative positions imply subjectivity, and
society entails an almost infinite number of such personal, subjective judgements
which, somehow, have to find their expression in an overall effect. This
latter may or may not be objective. The dispersion of individuals and
the inevitable differences of opinion secure the plurality of viewpoints.
However, this also implies a weakness in the sense that the formation
of society as a civilized realm is only possible, and not sui generis.
The comparison of the early and rude state of things before the formation
of society with the civilized state of things is a recurrent theme in the
text. The lesson to be drawn is that there are a certain number of minimum
requirements to be met so that society can reproduce itself without disintegrating
into the pre-social state of mankind. According to Smith, society is only
probable. It can be realized as a project only if certain conditions hold.
The novelty of Smith’s analysis stems from his deep awareness of the
distinction between ’is’ and ‘ought’. Whereas the moral question belongs
to the realm of the ‘ought’, Smith anchors its possibility within the existing
realm where ’is’ reigns supreme. This is why Smith has a ’theory’ of
moral sentiments in juxtaposition to a sentimental philosophy of morals.
Hence, already with The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith has
carried out a substantial restructuring of the discourse of ethics from within.
The realistic emphasis of Smith is reflected in the formulation of the
two standards of judgement: "The first is the idea of complete propriety
and perfection, which, in those difficult situations, no human conduct ever
did, or even can, come up to, and in comparison with which the actions
of all men must for ever appear blameable and imperfect. The second
is the idea of that degree of proximity or distance from this complete
perfection, which the actions of the greater part of man commonly arive
at" (Smith, 1976a: 73-4). However this proximity is yet to be determined
by a levelling of differences and may or may not meet the minimum
needed for the survival of society. There is further ground for uncertainty,
given that individuals are much more deeply interested in whatever immediately
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concerns themselves, in other words, the predominance of self-interests unless
held under check by the faculty of sympathy supplemented by reason which
divides a self from within by socialization.

3. JUSTICE, CIVIL SOCIETY, AND THE STATE

According to Adam Smith, justice is distinct from other virtues insofar
as its observation is not voluntary but mandatory. It is as such that justice,
"the main pillar that upholds the whole edifice", (Smith, 1976a: 167) has
rules comparable to the "rules of grammar"(Smith, 1976a: 290), which are
"accurate in the highest degree and admit of no exceptions or modifications"
(Smith, 1976a: 289). Adam Smith is concerned with commutative justice
which inhibits inflicting injury on others. Therefore, this kind of justice
is the minimum necessary condition for negating the undesirable alternative
of "a scene of bloodshed and disorder" (Smith, 1976a: 535), and for the
maintenance of society. Justice hinders individuals from causing harm to
one another, and perpetuates civil society against disruptive selfishness. The
logical connection between the need for justice, and the survival of the
social realm is clearly stated: "Society may subsist among different men,
as among different merchants, from a sense of utility, without any mutual
love or affection, and though no man in it should owe any obligation,
or be bound in gratitude to any other, it may still be upheld by a mercenary
exchange of good offices according to an agreed valuation" (Smith, 1976a:
166). However, with individuals who are "at all times ready to hurt and
injure one another" (Smith, 1976a: 166), that is, in the absence of justice,
society is no longer a feasible project, but is doomed to self-destruction.
To put it differently, with justice, society has the necessary condition to
exist fulfilled at the minimal level described above, in analogy to a merchant
community, but whether it will become more than that is a matter of
probability depending upon a number of additional factors not the least
important of which is the socialization of the individuals to the degree
of exercizing sympathy for others by means of the impartial spectators
inscribed in their personalities.

Given the urgent need for upholding justice as the ground for minimal
sociability, state comes into the picture as a stabilizing institution. Therefore,
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in Adam Smith’s view, the posssible distance between what ’is’ and 'may
be’ on the one side, and what ’ought to be’ on the other, and the uncertainty
thereof, are minimized by introducing the state. Adam Smith, while observing
that the government is only a second-best solution, once again rests his
feet on the solid ground of reality while tackling a question of moral
philosophy: "What institution of government could tend so much to promote
the happiness of mankind as the general prevalence of wisdom and virtue?
All government is but an imperfect remedy for the deficiency of these"
(Smith, 1976a: 308).

Smith does not content himself with simply introducing state over
society as upholder of law and order, but argues that justice and morality
have to rest on a basis in society. This brings us to the question of
the construction of civil society as distinctly from a self-interested population
of individuals. The internal articulation and hierarchization of the social
realm are depicted as realistically as possible. For Smith, the rich and
the powerful who occupy the higher echelons of society, set a positive
example which inspires the rest for emulation, and thereby enhances the
stability of ranks and orders of society (Smith, 1976a: 115). On the other
hand, the same persons have a disposition towards seeing themselves as
above the law and lack a propensity for accountability in matters of wealth
and power (Smith, 1976a: 130). Consequently, Smith turns to the bulk
of the populace as the guarantee for the continued existence of a stable
and fair political society: "In all the middling and inferior professions,
real and solid professional abilities, joined to prudent, just, firm, and temperate
conduct, can very seldom fail of success. . .Men in the inferior and middling
stations of life, besides, can never be great enough to be above the law,
which must generally overawe them into some sort of respect for, at least,
the more important rules of justice. . . In such situations, therefore, we
may generally expect a considerable degree of virtue, and fortunately for
the good morals of society, those are the situations of by far the greater
part of mankind" (Smith, 1976a: 128).

Adam Smith was well aware that individual interests are enveloped
in group-interests which in turn are hierarchically organized. Consequently,
society is potentially conflict-ridden. Individual interests find their expression
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through the cohesive parameters of group-interests which characterize the
orders and ranks of varied strength. Each particular order or group strives
to maintain and promote its own powers and privileges, and the degree
to which there exists a balance of power among such orders or groups
determines the stability of the constitutional system as a whole. "That
particular constitution is necessarily more or less altered, whenever any
of its subordinate parts is either raised above or depressed below whatever
had been its former rank and condition" (Smith, 1976a: 376-7). Whereas,
shifts of power among the various groups which make up civil society
bring about gradual modifications of the constitution, the strengthening of
the power of the state vis-a-vis civil society threatens the very pluralism
inherent in any constitution: "It is upon this account that of all political
speculators sovereign princes are by far the most dangerous. . . The great
object of their reformation, therefore, is to remove those obstructions-to
reduce the authority -of the nobility- to take away the priviliges of cities
and provinces, and to render both the greatest individuals and the greatest
orders of the state as incapable of opposing their commands as the weakest
and most insignificant" (Smith, 1976: 381-2).

The very mechanism which divides and polarizes civil society into
different interest groups necessitates the existence of state as the pole of
articulation. By providing law and order, the state secures the framework
within which the fair play of conflicting motives can take place. "In the
race for wealth and honours, and preferments, he (the individual) may
run as hard as he can, and strain every nerve and mustle, in order to
outstrip all his competitors. But if he should justle, or throw down any
of them, the indulgence of the spectators is entirely at an end. It is
a violation of fair play, which they cannot admit of" (Smith, 1976a: 162).
Obviously, the social arena of competition has rules and regulations of
its own, essential for its survival. The precarious relationship between the
state and civil society, founded on the delicate balance of centripetal and
centrifugal forces, is inextricably linked to the continued existence of the
state as a stabilizing institution.
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4. AESTHETICS OF THE IMMENSE MACHINE

Given the role of the state as a necessary condition for the viability
of the social realm, Adam Smith has a strong case for minimum state
interference in the way things are within civil society. This is because
human society, according to him, involves a mechanism which achieves
desirable ends by at least better means: "Human society, when we contemplate
it in a certain abstract and philosophical light, appears like a great, an
immense machine, whose regular and harmonious movements produce a
thousand agreeable effects" (Smith, 1976a: 500). Whereas virtue serves as
"the fine polish to the wheels of society", vice is "like the vile rust
which makes them jar and grate upon one another" (Smith, 1976a: 500).

The beauty of this machine derives from the way it can generate
unintended yet highly desirable effects from specifically self-centered interests.
The supporting case presented in the text deserves special emphasis as
it introduces the novel theme of ’invisible hand’, which would reappear
in The Wealth of Nations: "The produce of the soil maintains at all times
nearly that number of inhabitants which it is capable of maintaining. The
rich only select from the heap what is most precious and agreeable. They
consume little more than the poor; and in spite of their natural selfishness
and rapacity, though they mean only their own conveniency, though the
sole end which they propose from the labours of all the thousands whom
they employ be the gratification of their own vain and insatiable desires,
they divide with the poor the produce of all their improvements. They
are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of
the necessaries of life which would have been made had the earth been
divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants; and thus, without
intending it, without knowing it, advance the interest of the society, and
afford means to the multiplication of species" (Smith, 1976a: 304). We
have already seen the constant tension in Adam Smith’s thought between
the ’ideal’ and the ’perfect’ so pertinent to a moral philosophy, on the
one side, and the ’real’ and the ’imperfect’ confronted in social life, on
the other. It has been argued that Adam Smith was a Newtonian as far
as his cast of mind is concerned. The role of God in the Newtonian
universe represents the Enlightenment vision of the Deity as Designer, who
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constructed the universe at some point in time as a watchmaker does
a watch (Evensky, 1987: 455-6).

5. SELECT THEMES OF CONTINUITY

The realm of the ideal is where one imagines the Design to prevail,
whereas the world of the real is characterized by human frailty responsible
for deviations from the normative. Sir James Steuart, an early forerunner
of political economy eclipsed by Adam Smith, adhered to the same conception
of the machine and its designer, le Grand Horloger, and more specifically
with respect to the economy (Hirschman, 1977: 87), a position at which
Adam Smith would arrive only in The Wealth of Nations: "As every
individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he can both to employ his
capital in the support of domestic industry, and so to direct that industry
that its produce may be of the greatest value; every individual necessarily
labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as he can.
He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor
knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of domestic
to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by
directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the
greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in
many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which
was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society
that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently
promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends
to promote it. [ have never known much good done by those who affected
to trade for the public good. It is an affectation, indeed, not very common
among merchants, and very few words need be employed in dissuading
them from it" (Smith, 1976b: 477-8). It is quite clear that Smith’s discussion
of the ’invisible hand’ has been shifted from the general to the particular
on the way from The Theory of Moral Sentiments to The Wealth of
Nations.

It has been noted that as economic analysis separated itself from the
study of society in general, the ’economic machine’ was separated as a
metaphor from the ’social machine’ (Meek, 1965: 7). This surgical operation
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entailed an act of abstraction which came with a set of assumptions defining
the so-called mercantile society cited above as a special form of human
society, the subject-matter of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. As for
the behavioral motive of the economic agents, Adam Smith stated that
"it is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer or the baker
that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest"
(Smith, 1976b: lii). Some scholars have found in this statement evidence
for their thesis that there exists a rupture between the Adam Smith of
The Theory of Moral Sentiments and that of The Wealth of Nations (Coletti,
1972: 212). This statement has served as an attractive springboard for
those willing to jump to the conclusion that Adam Smith of The Wealth
of Nations was a Mandeville in disguise insofar as he re-formulated a
paradox of the way in which private vices produce public benefits. A
careful re-reading of The Theory of Moral Sentiments clarifies that Adam
Smith was well aware of the role of self-interest in conjunction with the
virtue of sympathy: "When a patriot exerts himself for the improvement
of any part of the public police, his conduct does not always arise from
pure sympathy with the happiness of those who are to reap the benefit
of it. It is not commonly from a fellow-feeling with carriers and waggoners
that a public-spirited man encourages the mending of high roads" (Smith,
1976a: 305). In addition, one should be fair enough to observe that explaining
the derivation of moral sentiments and economic behaviour are two different
issues given that the latter is only in part affected by moral sentiments
(Sowell, 1974: 17). There is also a grain of truth in the argument that
the struggle of man for riches is motivated by a desire for distinction,
and therefore at the root of the ’economic man’ of The Wealth of Nations
lies the ’prudent man’ of The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Macfie, 1959:
220-23). This thematic convergence of the two texts hints at the fact that,
throughout his entire intellectual career, Adam Smith conceived human interests
as concrete choices which are not simply good or bad, but as multi-
dimensional with both good and bad consequences. The open-endedness
of the collision of private interests is related to the fact that while one
of such consequences might be the object of the individual’s immediate
concern, the other effect of the same interest might be beneficial to society.
This notion of interests as distinct from, and not limited to, one-dimensional
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vices serves to distinguish Adam Smith from Rousseau and Mandeville.

The vision of the vertical construction of society out of various
interest-oriented groups, as already observed in relation with The Theory
of Moral Sentiments, constitutes a basic point of departure for The Wealth
of Nations. This latter text, while adressing itself to the problem of the
economy, brings into discussion a supporting structure which serves to
hold together the entire system of thought, namely, the division of labour.
The concept of division of labour was by no means original to Adam
Smith, as it had been around for quite sometime (Rashid, 1986). What
was novel was the way in which Adam Smith placed it in the centre
of his analytical framework. Given its new strategic location, the concept
of the division of labour served to bridge technological advance with accumulation
and distribution. This is all too well documented. However, this concept
had another important function which has hitherto escaped attention because
it has so far been approached from within the logical structure of The
Wealth of Nations. Because this text addressed itself to the specific problem
of the economy delineated from a general science of society as already
indicated above, it had to rely on a number of assumptions which constituted
the ceteris paribus of the political economic analysis. In order to move
from the general to the particular, or to put it differently, from the system
to the sub-system, since The Theory of Moral Sentiments discussed how
the realization of the societal project was probable, The Wealth of Nations
had to bring in a new analytical tool which could eliminate the chaotic
uncertainty and thus secure the realization of the societal project in order
for the economy to come into existence as an object of study.

Once the division of labour assures the articulation of interest-motivated
groups, there remains enough room for the conflicts to continue without
threatening the cohesion of the analytical model. First of all, there is
of course the conflict over distribution: "The workmen desire to get as
much, the masters to give as little as possible. The former are disposed
to combine in order to raise, the latter in order to lower the wages of
labour" (Smith, 1976b: 74). Not only are the masters better situated in
terms of the asymmetric distribution of power within society, but also
they actively conspire to translate their power into concrete economic gains.






