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Antipathetic Motivation in Smith

Studies of Adam Smith emphasize his development of either sympathetic or selfish impulses, or possibly both.  Pace Jacob Viner, Smith’s two seminal texts present a profound discordant note about human impulses – in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS), humans are sympathetic and driven by fellow feeling.
  In The Wealth of Nations (WN), they are assumed to be motivated by a pursuit of their own gain.  This apparent dichotomy can be seen as a microcosm of a debate in modern economics and social science: are people really just narrow utility-maximizers, or are they broader, more social, with a view towards helping their fellows?  In this paper, I intend to argue that this is a false dichotomy – not because, as Raphael and Macfie
 suggest, people may have both senses, but because these two options are not the only motivators, even in Smith.  Smith occasionally discusses a third motivation – antipathy.  I suggest that a careful reading of Smith might lead to the conclusion that while Smith generally thinks people act in order to help other and/or themselves, he also suggests that they occasionally act out of antipathy and have a desire specifically to see harm come to others.  

One simple model of sympathetic agents simply includes the presumed utility to the other in one’s own utility function.
  Thus, if all agents derived utility from consumption of some good X, and if agent I is sympathetic towards agent O, then:
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where U represents utility and subscripts refer to the utilities or consumptions of different agents.  Following an approach similar to that taken by Levy & Peart, a parameter α can be added to the simple model of (1) to account for the degree of sympathy:
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By bounding the parameter α on the unit interval (0 < α < 1), the model suggests that while agent I is sympathetic towards O, he is not as sympathetic towards O as he is towards himself (that is, he gains utility from O’s consumption but not as rapidly as from his own consumption).  Moreover, the model suggests that the utility agent I gains from O’s consumption is subject to decreasing (if always positive) returns.  See Chart I for a diagram of utility derived from the presumed utility of others.  

Let us focus on two important specifications of this model.  This bounding of parameter α on the unit interval combined with the assumption that 
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(that is, that the amount of utility gained by agent I from O’s consumption is positive) elegantly solves two potential “problems”:
 (A) why do we cooperate at all (or, why do we not actively avoid cooperation), and (B) why do we not cooperate excessively (that is, gain more from the successes of others than they do themselves).  If α is always set equal to 0, optimal cooperation is a corner solution – no one is willing under any circumstances to sacrifice the smallest amount of personal goods for any finite amount of goods to be enjoyed by another.  If 
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, then situation (A) is exaggerated: we should see agents willing to sacrifice some of their own consumption in order to reduce the consumption of others.  On the other hand, if α is greater than 1, we have arrived at situation (B): cooperation has perpetually increasing gains from trade and it is difficult to understand why anyone does anything for himself or herself.  

A good example of how we might use the original, pure-sympathy, model would be to interpret Smith’s discussion of the difference between the steady state and a growing economy.  Smith says that in the steady state, masters necessarily collude, raising profits and lowering wages.  When the economy is in a period of sustained growth, however, competition for workers breaks the collusion.  

Smith’s discussion raises two questions that the pure-sympathy model seems to help solve.  First, why do the masters collude automatically?  This is in essence the same as the above situation (A), and the answer is simple – cooperation is automatic because sympathy is assumed.

Second, the sympathy model helps reconcile Smith’s apparently majoritarian measure of social welfare with the Pareto principle.  Smith declares “what improves the circumstances of the greater part can [of society] can never be regarded as an inconveniency to the whole.”
  Welfare is to be judged through a median-based calculus.  However, the use of the sympathetic model helps us avoid outcomes that might seem inherently bad to mean-based or Pareto measure of welfare.  Because laborers are sympathetic, they do not wish, ceteris paribus, to cause harm to masters, and so we do not automatically expect them to expropriate the wealth of the minority.  

While these specifications can be shown to follow Smith in a great many places, I suggest that they might be improved upon.  In fact, avoidance of problem (A) does not quite fit Smiths’ texts.  In both TMS and WN there are instances of corner solutions (α = 0) or of reversal of the sign of UI(XO).  Smith notes that there are individuals “with whom we have no sympathy” – our enemies.
  Lest this seem a trivial result,
 Agents can even be antipathetic: quite early in TMS, Smith discusses the existence of “unsocial passions” – hatred and resentment.
  “Instruments of war are agreeable, though their immediate effect may … be … pain and suffering.”  

On the other hand, a model of sympathy as monotonically increasing utility derived from the consumption of others also does not quite always fit the text.  Upstarts are disagreeable, but the small joys coming to others for minor reasons are often agreeable to us.
  Thus, Smith suggests that sympathy might not be monotonic – at first we “go along with” the others’ emotions, but eventually our emotions may run counter to theirs.  A different model might be substituted that would improve upon this interpretative result while simultaneously making the explanation for how, why, and when individuals collude in the steady state/growing economy example.
  

Smithian Antipathy Types
Smith mentions three basic types of antipathy: malice, hatred, and resentment.  Each of these types of antipathy has different characteristics.

Malice, which Smith first notes in his discussion of “the selfish passions,” is the weakest of the three.
  Smith describes it as “the delight which we take in raillery, and in the small vexation which we observe in our companion” – in modern parlance, this might be called schadenfreude.  

What is interesting about this type of motivation is how complicated it ultimately is.  We take pleasure in the small griefs of others, but not the large ones -- minor inconveniences are funny, but great grief is still tragic.  As noted earlier, however, we tend to gain positive utility from the small gains of others, but negative utility with the great gains of others.  That is to say, with malice our marginal utility with respect to a change in the utility of the other is negative when their marginal utility is itself either “small” and negative or “large” and positive.  

Malice also seems to be a very bounded phenomenon – note how Smith has placed it among the “selfish” as opposed to “unsocial” passions.  This should not, however, be taken to mean that malice is selfish in the sense of self-interested.  That is, this is not simply a version of equation (2) with parameter α set equal to 0 – malice is decidedly past simply apathy.  Mathematically, then, it seems reasonable to model it as a variable coefficient applied to the apparent utility of others with an absolute value less than one.  (We clearly cannot use an exponential parameter; because we need to model negative changes in utility.)  Thus 
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seems to be a suitable model, where β represents a variable such that –1 < β < 1.  See Chart II for a diagram modeling marginal utility of changes in the utility of others using a “malice” framework.
  [Chart 2: Somewhat Malicious Interpersonal Utility Responses]

Hatred appears to have a smoother effect in Smith.  Where malice alternates between positive and negative values,
 hatred is consistently negative, and so might perhaps be best modeled in the same way as sympathy, but with a negatively signed argument, as in 
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so that 
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This effect seems far more profound.  Previously, we saw that malicious motivations can be negatively signed for large changes in the utility of the other, but only provided that those large changes in the other’s utility are positive.  For negative changes, malice is negatively sloped only for trivial changes in utility.  Thus, malicious motivations may encourage antipathetic action in opposition to very good changes for another person, but they cannot have much power to cause the individual to bring great harm to another.  But with hatred, this limit is removed.  A hatefully motivated agent has at least some desire to see major harm occur.  

Finally, we come to resentment.  In both TMS and WN, resentment is generally mentioned near hatred.
  Like hatred, resentment is caused by “habitual disapprobation.”  Like hatred, it is fundamentally unsocial and has a negative ratio of the marginal utility of one agent to the marginal utility of the other along the entire range.  

The basic difference of the two is on the issue of instrumentality – hatefully motivated agents simply wish for another agent’s negative utility but are somewhat disinclined to be the cause of that negative utility.  Resentment is just the opposite: the entire point is to be the cause of negative utility.  Graphically, the model is identical on the right side of the graph – each experiences negative utility associated with positive utility experienced by the object of antipathy.  On the left side of the graph, the two are quite different – resentful agents experience positive utility only when there is an element of instrumentality.

With these in mind, let’s re-approach the example of an economy moving between the steady state and high growth.  By incorporating the concept of malice into the pure-sympathy model, we get a more complete result.  Why do the masters collude when the workers do not?  Because of the intrinsic downward boundary of the malicious motivator.  Malice allows us to do minor harm to others; thus it is possible for masters to collude to keep up profits.  But even a malice + sympathy model gives negative returns for inflicting such major harm as complete and direction expropriation of the property of others.  Thus the elaboration of the model seems to get a more complete result while preserving (in this case at least) the virtue of the majoritarian utilitarian calculus.  
Hatred, Resentment & Pareto

It should be clear, however, that hatred and resentment can cause difficulties for a “maximize median utility” function – if agents become specifically antipathetic (particularly with the α parameter approaching or exceeding a value of 1), changes that would be Pareto improving in a material sense will not necessarily be selected (because they do not meet the broader Pareto criterion – in fact, Pareto might be considered a contradiction in terms).  

So why have antipathetic motivators been ignored in most readings of Smith?  Certainly there may be a degree of investigator bias here.  Economics as a discipline has gotten quite far by generally assuming purely self-interested motivations in most activities.  Antipathetic motivations are clearly irrational, in the technical sense of being non-wealth-maximizing and not seeking improvement of material wellbeing.  In some sense, they threaten the fundamental underpinnings of the entire discipline in a way that sympathetic agents and apparently altruistic cooperation does not.  

A different explanation for why readers have ignored Smith’s antipathetic motivations is more reasonable.  Smith says that human nature and human society tend to work to limit the motivational effects of malice, hatred and antipathy.  The “unsocial passions” cause a sort of emotional dissonance in Smith’s telling.  The desire to “keep time” with the emotions of those within the social group encourage cooperation, but these same impulses give us difficulty when we encounter antipathy in others.  With which party ought we “keep time”?  Upon whom ought we project our own motivations?  
Thus under most circumstances, antipathy plays no significant role and maybe be rightly ignored.  Smith notes that executioners must generally be very well paid because of the intense disapprobation associated with their trade.  In this way, the max-median utility model is rescued.  
But there are loopholes to the emotional and social rules that constrain antipathetic motivators.  The firewalls against unbounded antipathy work within societies and not between them.  Between societies, they may fail.  Antipathy towards members outside the relevant social groups need cause no emotional dissonance.  In this context, it is quite possible for antipathetic motivators to play a significant role.  
What makes this exception important are those areas where we may expect these conditions to be met.  International trade is a clear exception.  Self-interested motivators and sympathetic ones alike suggest that there ought to be few if any restraints to trade, and yet nothing could be more common that protectionism.  Smith in fact spends a great deal of WN arguing the case against the Corn Law and for free trade.  How can this be without antipathetic motivations influencing international trade?  
“If [France and Britain] were to consider their real interest, without either mercantile jealousy or national animosity, the commerce of France might be more advantageous to Great Britain than that of any other country, and for the same reason that of Great Britain to France,” Smith remarks.
  Note the origin of the lack of trade – an animosity that is clearly not to the benefit of either side.  

The first occurrence of the word “hatred” in WN occurs in Book 4, Chapter 5b, paragraph 8, which is also the first paragraph to use both of the words “resentment” and “malice.”  It is no coincidence that this passage happens to be an exhortation to free trade.  What might surprise the reader, however, is that this passage is complaining about restraints to domestic trade – even within a society, antipathetic motivations can play a very large role in important economic matters.  
Throughout this paper, I have attempted to argue for the inclusion of antipathetic motivation into our understanding of Smith’s model of human action.  I suggest that while self-interest and sympathy undoubtedly constitute the vast majority of his description of important motivators, there are clearly areas where our interpretative models can be improved by incorporating these antipathetic motivators.  Perhaps more importantly, I should like to conclude with suggestion of the importance that antipathetic motivators might play in economics as a whole.  
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� Viner, 200-201.


� Raphael & Macfie, 20-21.


� I once heard Deidre McCloskey say that a model of love that simply plugs the utility of another into one’s own utility function is not so much love as self-absorption.  Since I am primarily discussing antipathy in this paper, I am not too concerned: after all, what could be more self-absorbed than spite?


� In using this formulation, I am implicitly assuming all agents make interpersonal utility concerns.  Following Alexis, 297, this can be avoided formally by assuming that all agents manifest utility from consumption through some monotonically positive function M, that this manifestation is perceived and interpreted through some monotonically positive function P, and then arguing that a vicariousness function exists that relates the utility of one agent with the perception of that utility by another and so something approximating direct utility comparisons are made between agents.  I avoid this machinery in the above text simply for pacing and to avoid tendentiousness.  


� If not “problems” in the sense of making the model itself nonfunctional, then “problem” in the sense of suggesting a bad outcome for social welfare.  


� WN, I.viii,36.


� TMS, I ii.3.4.


� I am not sure that this is in fact a trivial result.  If agents are always sympathetic, why is there such a thing as an enemy?  If we are simply indifferent to those with whom we feel no sympathy, again – how can there be enemies?  Standard rational choice models seem to suggest that to the extent that there is warfare, there must be some sort of bargaining error, perhaps due to limited information or constraints on calculation.  A model of war as mistake must hypothesize that the expected of future costs of the war to policymakers, in present-value terms, are always lower than those of peace, right up until the war has concluded.  Mathematically, for any value of victory, v, and some cost of defeat, d, a rational actor should only continue to fight when:


pv - (1-p)d ≥ n,	


where p is the probability of victory and n the expected value of immediately ceasing to fight.  That is, that the expected value of continued fighting must always exceed the expected value of peace.  Under the plausible assumption that “peace” (i.e., ending hostilities before being forced to do so militarily) is preferable to absolute defeat, this reasoning necessarily implies there should be no such thing as a long but decisive war.  Rational actors should wish to end the war once they have concluded the present expected value of peace exceeds that of war.  But this is clearly not the case.  The Civil War, for instance, ultimately had a military conclusion – the war continued up to the point where the physical ability of the south to continue the war was effectively zero.  This is a rather difficult outcome to explain through traditional economic reasoning.  At some point prior to the war’s conclusion, it should have become clear to southern policymakers that the value of p was effectively zero.  Logically, as the probability of defeat goes to one and when the costs of defeat are very high, no rational actor can continue no matter what the theoretical value of success would be.  A sophisticated model acknowledges reasonable limits to human knowledge and processing ability.  But a definition of “rational” that allows such a gross error to be made is meaningless, given the enormous incentives for accuracy.�  Nor can this be explained away as a principal-agent problem.  Every single southerner with any influence on policy whatsoever had to suspect that the cost of a total loss would include his life – all agents were principals by definition.  Smith’s model of antipathy solves this problem: if agents can be antipathetic, such apparently irrational behavior might indeed be utility maximizing.  


� TMS, I.ii.3.


� TMS, I.ii.5.1-2


� As an example of what might be unclear about the model, note that the masters are assumed to collude against the interests of the workers, but the workers do not collude against the masters.  Why is this?  This question might be answered with an appeal to the logic of collective action, but I suggest a different interpretative route.  


� TMS, I.ii.5.3.


� Note that in Chart II, I have included two additional lines representing what a model of precise altruism) where the agent receives exactly as much utility as he or she perceives another agent to undergo) and precise, negative altruism.  These lines correspond, obviously, to y=x and y=-x and are included to underscore the sense that both malice and sympathy will tend to be less than perfectly responsive to changes in the utility of others –i.e., slopes with absolute values less than one.  


� Or else fades to zero, which when combined with a sympathy motivation comes to the same thing.


� About half of all paragraphs in either text that mention “hatred” also mention “resentment” – the two are closely coupled.  


� WN, IV.iii.c.12.
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