adam smith moral philosophy influence

Adam Smith, often celebrated as the father of modern economics, possessed a profound and often
overlooked foundation in moral philosophy. His early work, particularly "The Theory of Moral
Sentiments," laid the groundwork for his later economic theories, emphasizing empathy, justice, and
the social bonds that underpin human interaction. Understanding the depth of Adam Smith moral
philosophy influence is crucial for grasping the true scope of his contributions to both ethics and
economics. This article delves into the interconnectedness of his moral and economic thought,
exploring how his insights into human nature shaped his views on markets, governance, and societal
well-being. We will examine the core tenets of his moral philosophy, trace their impact on his
economic writings, and consider the enduring relevance of his ideas in contemporary discussions
about ethical capitalism and social responsibility. Prepare to discover a more nuanced and holistic
perspective on one of history's most influential thinkers.
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The Profound Adam Smith Moral Philosophy Influence

While Adam Smith is globally recognized for his groundbreaking work in economics, particularly
"The Wealth of Nations," his intellectual landscape was deeply shaped by his earlier, foundational
exploration of human morality. His treatise, "The Theory of Moral Sentiments," published decades
before his seminal economic text, reveals a sophisticated understanding of human nature, social
interaction, and the ethical principles that guide our judgments. The Adam Smith moral philosophy
influence is not a peripheral aspect of his thought; rather, it is intrinsically woven into the very
fabric of his economic theories. To truly appreciate Smith's vision of markets, wealth, and societal



progress, one must first understand his philosophical convictions about what it means to be a moral
agent within a social community. This exploration aims to illuminate the critical connections
between his ethical framework and his economic analyses, demonstrating how his insights into
sympathy, justice, and the mechanisms of moral judgment informed his understanding of economic
systems and their potential for both prosperity and social harmony.

The Foundations of Adam Smith's Moral Sentiments

Adam Smith's exploration of morality begins with a fundamental observation about human beings:
our inherent social nature and our capacity for mutual understanding. He posited that our moral
judgments are not derived from abstract rational principles alone, but from our ability to empathize
with the feelings and motivations of others. This deeply ingrained social instinct forms the bedrock
of his moral philosophy, providing a framework for understanding how individuals navigate complex
social relationships and arrive at judgments about right and wrong.

Sympathy as the Basis of Morality

Central to Adam Smith's moral philosophy is the concept of sympathy, which he understood not
merely as pity or compassion, but as the faculty of entering into the feelings of others. Smith argued
that we can imagine ourselves in the situation of another person, experiencing vicariously the
emotions they might feel. This imaginative process, this "fellow-feeling," is what allows us to approve
or disapprove of actions and characters. When we witness an action, we not only observe the
outward behavior but also attempt to understand the sentiments that motivated it. If we can
imaginatively share those sentiments, and if they appear to us to be appropriate to the situation, we
tend to approve of the action and the person who performed it. Conversely, if the sentiments seem
disproportionate or inappropriate, we disapprove.

This reliance on sympathy is crucial because it explains how moral judgments can be made within a
social context. It is through this shared emotional understanding that we can establish common
ground for evaluating behavior. Smith believed that this capacity for sympathy is a natural
endowment, essential for the cohesion and functioning of society. It allows individuals to consider
the impact of their actions on others, fostering a sense of mutual obligation and consideration. The
Adam Smith moral philosophy influence here is evident in his belief that economic actors, while
pursuing their own interests, are not isolated, amoral beings but are embedded within a social fabric
shaped by shared sentiments and mutual understanding.

The Impartial Spectator and Self-Command

Beyond the immediate feelings of sympathy, Adam Smith introduced the concept of the "impartial
spectator" as a critical mechanism for refining our moral judgments. The impartial spectator
represents an internalized standard of judgment, formed by observing how others react to our
behavior and by reflecting on the principles that govern social approval and disapproval. It is, in
essence, our conscience, an inner voice that guides us toward actions that would be approved by a
well-informed and dispassionate observer. We strive to act in ways that we believe would earn the
approval of this impartial judge, even when we are not directly being observed.

This internalized arbiter helps us to temper our passions and desires, fostering what Smith called
"self-command." Self-command is the ability to regulate one's own feelings and impulses,



particularly in the face of adversity or temptation. It is the virtue of being master of oneself, acting
with prudence and moderation. Smith saw self-command as a crucial virtue, essential not only for
individual well-being but also for the stability of society. By cultivating self-command, individuals are
better able to pursue their long-term interests without being swayed by immediate gratification or
undue emotional response. The Adam Smith moral philosophy influence extends to the idea that
economic agents are not simply driven by greed but are capable of self-regulation and responsible
conduct, guided by an internalized moral compass.

The Role of Justice and Benevolence

Smith identified two principal virtues that are essential for the functioning of society: justice and
benevolence. Justice, for Smith, is a set of negative rules that prohibit individuals from harming one
another. It is the foundation of social order, ensuring that individuals can live together without fear
of violence, theft, or deception. Justice is a duty that can be enforced by law and by the public
sentiment of indignation. Without justice, society cannot subsist.

Benevolence, on the other hand, is a more positive virtue, involving acts of kindness, generosity, and
charity. While highly valued, benevolence is not considered a strict duty in the same way as justice.
Society can subsist without benevolence, but it cannot subsist without justice. We can enforce
justice, but we cannot enforce benevolence. Smith argued that while benevolence makes society
pleasant and agreeable, justice makes it secure. The pursuit of self-interest in a just society, where
individuals are free from harm, is what ultimately leads to prosperity.

The Adam Smith moral philosophy influence is particularly potent here, as it establishes the
necessary preconditions for a flourishing economic system. A market economy, driven by self-
interest, can only function effectively if it is underpinned by a robust system of justice that protects
property rights and enforces contracts. Smith's emphasis on justice provides a moral constraint on
the pursuit of self-interest, ensuring that it operates within a framework that respects the rights and
well-being of others.

Connecting Moral Philosophy to Economic Thought

The transition from Adam Smith's moral philosophy to his economic theories is not a leap but a
natural progression. His understanding of human nature as social, empathetic, and capable of moral
judgment directly informs his analysis of economic behavior and the functioning of markets. He did
not view economic agents as purely self-interested automatons, but as individuals embedded in a
social context, influenced by moral sentiments and guided by a sense of justice.

The Invisible Hand and its Moral Underpinnings

Perhaps the most famous concept associated with Adam Smith is the "invisible hand." In "The
Wealth of Nations," Smith famously suggested that individuals pursuing their own economic
interests, without intending to promote the public good, are often led by an invisible hand to
promote that very good. This means that the pursuit of private gain, within a system of free markets
and just laws, can inadvertently lead to the most efficient allocation of resources and the greatest
overall prosperity for society.

However, it is crucial to understand that the invisible hand is not a mystical force that operates
independently of human morality. The Adam Smith moral philosophy influence means that the



invisible hand operates within a framework of justice and social trust. The "self-interest" that drives
the invisible hand is not synonymous with greed or rapacity. Instead, it is a more nuanced concept
encompassing the natural desire to better one's condition, which, when channeled through fair
competition and honest dealings, benefits society as a whole. Smith's moral philosophy provides the
necessary ethical context for this mechanism to function beneficially. Without the constraints of
justice and the underlying capacity for sympathy that informs social interaction, the pursuit of self-
interest could easily devolve into exploitation and social disorder.

Smith's Views on Commercial Society and Its Morality

Adam Smith's analysis of commercial society—a society characterized by extensive trade and
division of labor—was deeply influenced by his moral philosophy. He recognized that as societies
become more commercialized, social interactions expand beyond close-knit communities, increasing
the potential for encounters with strangers. In such a context, the role of abstract principles of
justice and the internalized moral standards provided by the impartial spectator become even more
critical.

Smith was aware of the potential moral hazards associated with increased commerce, such as the
risk of vanity, avarice, and the neglect of public duty. He argued that a well-ordered commercial
society requires not only free markets but also sound institutions and a culture that fosters virtues
like prudence, diligence, and a commitment to justice. He believed that education and the cultivation
of moral sentiments were essential for ensuring that commercial progress did not lead to moral
decay. The Adam Smith moral philosophy influence is evident in his concern for the character of the
citizenry and his belief that economic prosperity should be accompanied by moral development and
social well-being. He envisioned a society where individuals could pursue their economic ambitions
while remaining virtuous and contributing to the common good.

The Influence of Adam Smith's Moral Philosophy on
Modern Ethics

The enduring relevance of Adam Smith's moral philosophy extends far beyond the realm of
economics, offering profound insights into contemporary ethical debates. His emphasis on empathy,
social norms, and the development of character continues to resonate with philosophers,
sociologists, and ethicists grappling with the complexities of modern life.

Adam Smith Moral Philosophy Influence on Contemporary
Economics

While "The Wealth of Nations" often overshadows "The Theory of Moral Sentiments," the Adam
Smith moral philosophy influence on modern economics is undeniable and increasingly recognized.
Contemporary economists are revisiting Smith's dual works, seeking to integrate a more nuanced
understanding of human motivation and social context into economic models. This renewed
appreciation is driving research in behavioral economics, which explores how psychological and
social factors influence economic decision-making, aligning closely with Smith's insights into
sympathy and the role of emotions.

Furthermore, discussions surrounding corporate social responsibility (CSR) and ethical business



practices echo Smith's concerns about the moral responsibilities of economic actors. While Smith
championed free markets, he also underscored the importance of justice and fair dealing. His work
provides a philosophical basis for the idea that businesses have obligations that extend beyond profit
maximization to include ethical conduct, stakeholder well-being, and societal impact. The challenge,
as Smith articulated, lies in fostering an environment where the pursuit of self-interest is aligned
with, rather than opposed to, the common good.

Moreover, Smith's emphasis on institutions and the rule of law as essential for economic progress
highlights the ongoing importance of good governance and a just legal framework. His moral
philosophy provides a rationale for why strong institutions, built on principles of fairness and
impartiality, are crucial for fostering trust and enabling markets to function effectively. The Adam
Smith moral philosophy influence thus informs contemporary debates about regulation, social safety
nets, and the ethical responsibilities of governments in shaping economic outcomes.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Smith's Moral
Vision

Adam Smith's contributions to intellectual history are monumental, with his economic theories
profoundly shaping the modern world. However, a comprehensive understanding of his legacy is
incomplete without acknowledging the deep and foundational Adam Smith moral philosophy
influence that permeates his entire body of work. From "The Theory of Moral Sentiments" to "The
Wealth of Nations," Smith consistently argued that human beings are social creatures, driven not

only by self-interest but also by a powerful capacity for sympathy, a desire for social approval, and
an internalized sense of justice guided by the impartial spectator.

His moral philosophy provides the essential context for his economic insights, demonstrating that
free markets and the pursuit of individual betterment can indeed lead to societal prosperity, but only
when operating within a framework of justice, mutual respect, and regulated self-interest. The
invisible hand is not a license for unchecked greed, but a consequence of individuals acting ethically
within a well-ordered society. The Adam Smith moral philosophy influence reminds us that economic
progress and moral development are not mutually exclusive but are, in fact, interdependent. His
enduring vision continues to guide discussions on ethical capitalism, the responsibilities of economic
actors, and the vital role of institutions in fostering a just and prosperous society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Adam Smith's foundational concept in moral
philosophy, and how does it still resonate today?

Adam Smith's foundational concept in moral philosophy is the 'impartial spectator' or the 'man
within the breast.' This internal judge, formed by our social experiences and the imagined approval
of others, guides our moral judgments and actions. It resonates today by highlighting the enduring
importance of empathy, social conditioning, and internalized ethical frameworks in shaping
individual behavior and societal norms, even in an increasingly individualistic world.



How did Adam Smith's moral philosophy influence his
economic theories, particularly in 'The Wealth of Nations'?

Smith's moral philosophy provided the crucial context for his economic theories. He argued that
individuals pursuing their self-interest in a free market, guided by the 'impartial spectator' to ensure
fair dealing, would ultimately benefit society. This interconnectedness between individual morality
and collective prosperity is a core influence, demonstrating that economic activity is not divorced
from ethical considerations.

What is the connection between Adam Smith's ‘'Theory of
Moral Sentiments' and the concept of 'sympathy'?

In 'The Theory of Moral Sentiments,' sympathy is central to Smith's moral philosophy. He posits that
our capacity for sympathy, the ability to enter into the feelings of others, is the primary mechanism
through which we develop moral judgments. We imagine ourselves in another's situation and feel for
them, which allows us to understand and approve or disapprove of their actions and character.

How does Adam Smith's view of human nature in moral
philosophy contrast with or complement his view in economic
writing?

While often seen as contrasting, Smith's views complement each other. In 'The Theory of Moral
Sentiments,' he emphasizes our social nature and capacity for empathy and justice. In 'The Wealth of
Nations,' he acknowledges self-interest as a powerful motivator in economic exchange. However, he
believed that even self-interested actions could be channeled towards societal good when guided by
internalized moral sentiments and operating within a framework of justice and fair competition.

What lasting impact has Adam Smith's moral philosophy had
on ethical discussions in business and public policy?

Smith's moral philosophy continues to influence ethical discussions by underscoring the importance
of trust, reputation, and the social contract in economic systems. It informs debates on corporate
social responsibility, fair competition, and the role of regulation, reminding us that economic success
is not solely about profit maximization but also about maintaining societal well-being and ethical
conduct.

In what ways might Adam Smith's ideas about moral
sentiments be considered 'outdated' or still highly relevant in
contemporary society?

Some might consider Smith's emphasis on social harmony and the ingrained nature of moral
sentiments somewhat outdated in the face of modern individualism and the complexities of
globalized economies. However, his insights remain highly relevant in highlighting the psychological
and social foundations of ethical behavior, the need for empathy in decision-making, and the
enduring power of social approval and disapproval in shaping conduct, even in digital and
impersonal interactions.



How does the concept of 'propriety’ in Adam Smith's moral
philosophy relate to social norms and acceptable behavior?

Propriety, for Smith, refers to the appropriateness or fitness of our feelings and actions in relation to
the circumstances and the feelings of others. It's about acting in a way that is likely to be met with
the approval of the impartial spectator. This concept is deeply intertwined with social norms, as
these norms often reflect collective judgments about what constitutes proper and acceptable
behavior within a society.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Adam Smith's moral philosophy and its influence, with short
descriptions:

1. The Theory of Moral Sentiments by Adam Smith

This foundational work explores the origins of morality and our capacity for sympathy, or "fellow-
feeling." Smith argues that our moral judgments are formed through imagining ourselves in the
situations of others and observing their reactions. He examines the role of the "impartial spectator"
in guiding our behavior and shaping our sense of justice and virtue. This book lays the groundwork
for his later economic writings by focusing on the social and psychological underpinnings of human
action.

2. Adam Smith's Moral and Political Philosophy by Knud Haakonssen

Haakonssen offers a comprehensive analysis of Smith's contributions to moral and political thought,
moving beyond the common focus on The Wealth of Nations. He delves into The Theory of Moral
Sentiments and other writings to demonstrate Smith's nuanced understanding of justice,
benevolence, and the social virtues. The book highlights how Smith's moral philosophy provided a
crucial context for his economic theories, emphasizing the importance of social order and individual
virtue.

3. The Cambridge Companion to Adam Smith edited by Knud Haakonssen

This collection brings together essays by leading scholars on various aspects of Adam Smith's
thought, including significant attention to his moral philosophy. It explores the development of his
ideas, his intellectual context, and his lasting impact across economics, ethics, and political science.
The essays collectively showcase the complexity and coherence of Smith's moral framework and its
influence on subsequent thinkers.

4. Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations: A Dialogue by Vernon Smith

While primarily focused on economics, this book indirectly touches upon Smith's moral philosophy
by exploring the conditions necessary for a flourishing market economy. Nobel laureate Vernon
Smith engages in a dialogue that reveals how Smith's ideas about individual self-interest, tempered
by social sentiments, contribute to collective prosperity. It emphasizes that economic activity is not
divorced from ethical considerations for Smith.

5. The Fable of the Bees: Or, Private Vices, Publick Benefits by Bernard Mandeville

Mandeville's controversial work, which significantly influenced Adam Smith, explores the paradox
that societal vices can lead to public prosperity. While often seen as a precursor to a purely self-
interested economic model, Smith engaged with Mandeville's ideas in The Theory of Moral
Sentiments to argue for a more complex relationship between self-interest and social order,



emphasizing the importance of moral sentiments in moderating egoism. This book provides crucial
context for understanding Smith's own nuanced position.

6. Virtue, Commerce, and the Moral Imagination by Michael J. Sandel

Sandel, a prominent contemporary political philosopher, examines the relationship between
commerce and civic virtue, often drawing upon historical figures like Adam Smith. He explores how
market economies can influence our moral sensibilities and the public good, resonating with Smith's
concerns about maintaining a virtuous society alongside economic growth. The book prompts
reflection on whether unchecked commercialism can erode essential moral qualities.

7. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau

While a different tradition, Rousseau's work on social order and the general will offers a contrasting
perspective to Smith's emphasis on sympathy and the impartial spectator. Understanding Rousseau
helps to illuminate the specific contributions of Smith's moral philosophy in shaping ideas about
societal cohesion and the basis of political obligation. Both thinkers grappled with how individuals
can live together harmoniously, albeit with different prescriptions.

8. The Philosophy of David Hume by David Fate Norton

Hume was a close friend and significant intellectual influence on Adam Smith. This book explores
Hume's moral philosophy, particularly his emphasis on sentiment and experience as the basis of
morality. Smith's own work on sympathy and the origins of moral judgments is deeply indebted to
Hume's empiricist approach, and understanding Hume is crucial for appreciating the philosophical
lineage of Smith's ethical thought.

9. Adam Smith: An Uneasy Genius by Peter N. Stearns

Stearns offers a biographical and intellectual overview of Adam Smith, giving substantial attention
to his moral philosophy. The book highlights the development of Smith's ideas from his early
lectures on moral philosophy to his later economic treatises. It emphasizes that Smith's ethical
framework was not merely a prelude to economics but an integral part of his vision for a well-
ordered and flourishing society.
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