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I.  The Issues:

That the role of utility in moral judgment vexed Smith is clear from its recurring presence in the Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS).   This is not surprising, given that the phrase, “the greatest happiness for the greatest numbers” (1725, III.8), the classical statement of the utilitarian standard, first appeared in the work of his mentor, Francis Hutcheson.  Moreover, his best friend David Hume had famously argued that the moral authority of the artificial virtue of justice derived from “a sympathy with public interest” (THN 3.2.2.24; emphasis in the original).  However, there is some is some evidence that he was never satisfied with this account.  The whole question, for example, received more cursory treatment in the second Enquiry (EPM) where he simply asserts that justice derives its moral quality from “reflections on the beneficial consequences of this virtue” (EPM III.I.145).  Sympathy there seems to be equated to, “the natural sentiment of benevolence” which causes us to be concerned about, “the interests of mankind and society.” (EPM V.II.187)  Duncan Forbes, for example, suggests that he, “retreated from the suggestive and original analysis of sympathy in the Treatise.” (p. 15) This suggests that the whole account of justice and utility that Hume had attempted in the Treatise could be seen as fraught with philosophical difficulties.  It is clear that Smith’s TMS was very much an attempt to provide an alternative account of the moral sentiments, one in which the obvious social utility of such virtues as justice could be reconciled with the empiricist theory which placed human motivation and the origin of moral judgment in the passions.


In the modern era among economists, both the notions of self-interested motivation and the beneficial unintended consequences expressed by the invisible hand of the Wealth of Nations (WN), have paved the way for many of the direct lines, which are drawn between Smith and neo-classical economics. When scholars such as Stigler and Becker suggest that Smith’s depiction of human behaviour corresponds to the modern version of the rational utility maximiser, they put utility at the heart of human motivation. When Arrow, Mas-Collel and others, draw the correspondence between the first welfare theorem and the invisible hand of the WN, they complete the crowning of Smith as a utilitarian economist and thus, as a precursor of modern neoclassical welfare economics.

Much the same might be said of modern philosophers.  They seem to be content lumping Smith together with Huthcheson, Hume, Bentham, and the nineteenth century Benthamites in the camp of “Classical Utilitarianism”.  John Rawls, for example, treats the Smithian impartial spectator as a device for achieving the social maximum: 

The most natural way, then, of arriving at utilitarianism…is to adopt for society as a whole the principle of rational choice for one man.  Once this is recognized, the place of the impartial spectator and the emphasis on sympathy in the history of utilitarian thought is readily understood.  For it is by the conception of the impartial spectator and the use of sympathetic identification in guiding our imagination that the principle for one man is applied to society.  It is this spectator who is conceived as carrying out the required organization of the desires of all persons into one coherent system of desire; it is by this construction that many persons are fused into one.  Endowed with ideal powers of sympathy and imagination, the impartial spectator is the perfectly rational individual who identifies with and experiences the desires of others as if these desires were his own.  In this way he ascertains the intensity of these desires and assigns them their appropriate weight in the one system of desire the satisfaction of which the ideal legislator then tries to maximize by adjusting the rules of the social system.” (p. 27; see also Glossop, 1976)

We agree that Smith does assign such a role to the impartial spectator in many parts of the Wealth of Nations (WN).  Thus, Campbell and Ross, for example, treat WN as essentially utilitarian in its philosophical outlook (1981).  However, when it comes to Smith’s moral theory it becomes quite clear that Smith, though an empiricist, (as utilitarians tend to be) is an “Anti-utilitarian, indeed a natural law theorist…” (D.D. Raphael, 1972/73, p. 88)  This alone should cast doubt on the tendency to cast Smith as a “Classical Utilitarian”. Thus, while it is evident to many Smith scholars that these assertions are false, there is a need not only to try to assert that which Smith actually said, but also to directly negate these types of claims. The purpose of this paper is to do just that through an exposition of the actual role of utility in Smith. We will show that Smith’s conception of utility is by no means utilitarian and while the pursuit of ‘pleasure’ could in some sense be the driving force behind human behaviour, it is not the kind of pleasure referred to by utilitarianism and there are no attempts to maximise it. 

If anything, utility, in its colloquial sense, plays a greater role in Smith and suggests a type of consideration that is as foreign to utilitarianism as possible. Instead of implying moral judgements, which are based on the subjective pleasure of individuals, it introduces a rationalist element to Smith’s moral analysis. Thus, utility, in the utilitarian sense, is neither a guide to action nor a means for moral evaluation. Evidently, without these two, the position of Smith as a precursor of neo-classical economics and a classical utilitarian becomes untenable.  He does not have a utilitarian account of the origin of justice and social order in general.  He does not view human beings as rational and motivated to maximize something called “utility”.  He does have an original and provocative account of the role of utility in moral judgment, including the impartial spectator’s systemic judgment about the ability of a particular constitution to promote the happiness of the people.  Lastly, even in WN, which has generally been viewed as utilitarian, Smith allows that justice and distributive equity are additional criteria of policy evaluation independently of social utility.

Initially we may identify three types of utility.  First there is the utilitarian conception of utility is about a measurable (whether ordinal or cardinal) degree of satisfaction, which individuals derive from their situation.   It is essentially consequentialist in that the pleasure is derived from the outcomes rather than from any process.  Individuals are assumed to maximise their own utility, and social policy is judged according to that which maximises social utility.  

Second, utility also has its more direct and simple meaning of ‘usefulness’; something we use as a means to an end, and, thirdly, utility as a form of the pleasure we derive from harmony.  This arises out of an aesthetic sense of the fitness of the means for the ends they promote, or appear to promote, and the desire to experience the pleasures of harmony, of which this sort of utility is one, is foundational in Smith’s view of human motivation.  While the first is associated with utilitarianism as the philosophical underpinning of neoclassical welfare economics, the second and third are the types found in Smith’s account of the moral sentiments.  

These two meanings of the concept provide the subject matter for the next two sections. We shall consider the role of utility in moral judgment in the same order in which Smith unfolds his argument in TMS.  Thus, we take up utility as usefulness first.  Here we will show that utility in this simple sense plays an element in Smith’s moral theory but if anything, it is an element, which furthers it from any notion of a utilitarian theory.  While initially moral judgments are wholly non-utilitarian with utility being at best an after thought, he does, nonetheless allow a role for utility.  In the judgement of an impartial spectator there is always the final check: would the action that follows from an approved sentiment achieve its objective and be consistent with the preservation of society?  As such, utility plays a role of a rationalistic safety net for a moral system, which is relative and contemporaneous.  Because Smith’s moral system depends on the sentiments of the current members of society, their judgements may not be consistent with the preservation of society as individually they may not have the knowledge and the wisdom of the laws of nature (and of society). Thus, the utility element in the judgement of the impartial spectator allows the system to remain contemporaneous without risking the loss of accumulated social experience. 

This feature in Smith’s analysis suggests the presence of a rationalist—nay, Kantian—component in his moral theory. As such, this combination of rationalism and empiricism 

makes Smith’s theory so unique.

Following this we consider utility as an element in human motivation in the third part of the paper.  Here we will discuss at length the notion of ‘pleasure of harmony’, which is implied by both sympathy, and the appreciation of well-contrived machines.  This element is indeed consequentialist but it is more of an after-thought than a driving force. More importantly, it is not a measurable concept and the idea that individual may seek to maximise it is foreign to Smith.

We will show that in Smith, the pleasure of harmony through sympathy is more universally understood while the one derived from the beauty of well-contrived machines is more sophisticated. Thus, people can choose between seeking social approbation through acts which would be approved by the public due to sympathy or through the accumulation of wealth and the deceptive power of nature which translates the beauty of a well-contrived machine (here, the machine is that of wealth creation) into a simple pleasure of harmony. While this may explain why there are some utility considerations behind Smith’s analysis, these are not the same as the utility maximisation element within utilitarianism. Moreover, the use of utility here is indirect. Namely, people use utility to signal a very different sentiment and do so simply because the consequences of their actions appears differently in the eyes of the other.

We will also show that while utility is the more sophisticated form of pleasure of harmony, it is a cause for the corruption of moral sentiments. We will explore the question whether, according to Smith, the more self-interested people are, the more likely they are to replace genuine sympathy with a sense of utility. If so, there might be some element of truth in saying that Smith would have envisaged a utilitarian society had people been genuinely selfish. It is also interesting to note that he thought such a society to be a republic rather than a monarchy. However, it is important to note that even this form of ‘utilitarianism’ has little in common with classical utilitarianism.

If there is anything of classical utilitarianism in Smith, it would be in WN with its emphasis on economic efficiency and the maximization of output per person.  However, we shall argue in the fourth part of the paper that even here Smith departs from utilitarianism in important ways.  In particular, we will argue that justice and distributive equity were important considerations independently of these utilitarian norms.

II. Utility in Smith’s Moral Theory

The first mention of utility is found in Part I “Of Propriety” where Smith is discussing the basis upon which we approve of the intellectual virtues:

The utility of those qualities, it may be thought [note reference to Hume], is what first recommends them to us; 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: and it is evident we attribute those qualities to it for no other reason but because we find that it agrees with our own.  Taste, in the same manner, is originally approved of, not as useful, but as just, as delicate, and as precisely suited to its object.  The idea of the utility of all qualities of this kind, is plainly an after-thought, and not what first recommends them to our approbation.  (I.i4.4, p. 20; emphasis added)

Smith’s first mention of utility is that it is an after-thought in moral judgment.  Moral judgments arise out of the passions we experience in daily life.  That those qualities of human nature that we approve of may be useful only occurs to us when we “come to attend to it”.  Since we cannot attend to something until we have experienced it, any such considered reflection must necessarily be ex post.   Utilitarian judgments, then, are the result of philosophical speculation, not the daily human interaction that forms our perceptions of what qualities are agreeable and approved.

Utility arises again in this part of the book when Smith explains the process by which we judge the unsocial passions; those such as anger, envy, and resentment which cause the spectator’s sympathy to be divided between that toward the agent immediately involved and that toward the person who is the subject of the agent’s anger.  Here Smith notes that these passions are obviously of use to the agent, “by rendering it dangerous to insult or injure him…” and to the public, as the guardians of justice…yet there is still something disagreeable in the passions themselves, which makes the appearance of them in other men the natural object of our aversion.”  (TMS I.ii.3.4, p. 35)  Here Smith makes the argument that it is the immediate effect that governs whether the imagination finds something agreeable.  The remote effects, once they are comprehended, may also be agreeable, but if the immediate effect is disagreeable we will always find it disagreeable.  Smith uses this principle of remoteness of effect to account for the fact that we always find prisons disagreeable, but palaces are always agreeable.  Once again the utilitarian judgment follows that of the senses, after some reflection, but it is the judgment of immediate sense that prevails.  We readily agree that prisons serve a useful function, but we still view them with abhorrence.  Note that in both of these cases the utilitarian judgment is correct and it does come to play a role in our considered opinion.  However, it is not the original basis upon which moral judgments are made.

Although suggestive of his position, Smith’s concerted critique of utilitarian ethics is found in the second part on the sense of merit and demerit when he takes up the important virtue of justice.  Smith sets out his general position and applies it to an analysis of the interplay between justice and utility in Part II Section ii in TMS.  Having first contrasted the virtues of justice and benevolence, Smith defines the laws of justice as those that guard a person against injury in the form of loss of life, health, possessions, estate, or personal rights.  (TMS II.ii.2.2) Such injuries arouse the resentment of the impartial spectator and cause him to sympathize with the victim’s desire for revenge.  The sense of justice arises out of the unsocial passions:  “Resentment...is the safeguard of justice and the security of innocence.”  (TMS II.ii.1.4)  Remorse is the sentiment which arises in the heart of the perpetrator when he, “reflect(s) on the sentiments which mankind must entertain with regard to him...”, i.e. he views his action from the perspective of the impartial spectator.  Then he will sympathize with the sense of resentment other men feel for him.  (TMS II.ii.2.3)  The desire to be approved of leads him to “humble the arrogance of his self-love and bring it down to something which other men can go along with.”  (TMS II.ii.2.1)  


In this way the natural desires and moral sentiments of individuals lead ultimately to the evolution of the rules of justice, the only rules of virtue which are capable of exact specification and breaches of which are to be punished. The point, though, is that Smith derives these rules from the supposed interactions of ordinary people functioning in a society.  The people themselves are assumed to have no knowledge of the larger social consequences of their actions.  A person is injured and the observer immediately feels resentment toward the perpetrator and sympathy for the victim.  These actions are not the result of reasoned reflection, although the process of achieving mutual sympathy does require some significant mental activity, at least until it is thoroughly learned.  The agents are essentially operating on natural feelings about the actions that they observe among their fellows.  The pleasure of mutual sympathy alone leads to the proper degree of self-command and of fear of remorse necessary to generate just behavior as the norm.

Now the scene shifts in the next chapter when Smith points out that this “constitution of Nature” has utility.  From looking at justice from the perspective of the natural desires and knowledge of the individual agents involved, Smith asks us to step back and take a larger, philosophical perspective on the same set of actions.
  From this perspective we learn that, “It is thus that man, who can subsist only in society, was fitted by nature to that situation for which he was made”.  (TMS II.ii.3.1)  Indeed we learn that justice is the sine qua non of society itself:  “Beneficence...is less essential to the existence of society than justice.  Society may subsist, though not in the most comfortable state, without beneficence; but the prevalence of injustice must utterly destroy it.”  (TMS II.ii.3.3)  Justice is a necessary condition for the existence of society. 

There follows immediately a lengthy paragraph on the importance of being able to distinguish between efficient and final cause in a world where “...we observe the means adjusted with the nicest artifice to the ends which they are intended to produce...”  (TMS II.ii.3.4) In particular, when it comes to understanding social life, phenomena that are produced by the actions of the mind, we are likely to confuse ends and means and to suppose that knowledge of the ends is the explanation for the emergence of the means.  The philosophical perspective of speculative thought tells us that these rules are necessary to society.  However, agents, at least initially, do not possess this knowledge in ordinary life.

But though, in accounting for the operations of bodies, we never fail to distinguish in this manner the efficient from the final cause, in accounting for those of the mind we are very apt to confound these two different things with one another.  When by natural principles we are led to advance those ends, which a refined and enlightened reason would recommend to us, we are very apt to impute to that reason, as to their efficient cause, the sentiments and actions by which we advance those ends, and to imagine that to be the wisdom of man, which in reality is the wisdom of God. (TMS II.ii.3.4)

Apparently Smith is specifically thinking here of Hume’s theory of justice which he interprets as doing precisely what Smith says one should not do: derive the laws of justice from a perception of their utility.
  Indeed, at this point Smith brings up the utilitarian account of justice:

As society cannot subsist unless the laws of justice are tolerably observed, as no social intercourse can take place among men who do not generally abstain from injuring one another; the consideration of this necessity, it has been thought, was the ground upon which we approved of the enforcement of the laws of justice by the punishment of those who violated them.  Man, it has been said, has a natural love for society, and desires that the union of mankind should be preserved for  its own sake, and though he himself was to derive no benefit from it.  The orderly and flourishing state of society is agreeable to him, and he takes delight in contemplating it.  Its disorder and confusion, on the contrary, is the object of his aversion, and he is chagrined at whatever tends to produce it.  He is sensible too that his own interest is connected with the prosperity of society, and that the happiness, perhaps the preservation of his existence, depends upon its preservation.  (TMS II.ii.3.6)

This is the basis upon which we approve of punishment of whatever disturbs the “public peace” (ibid.)  At this point Smith affirms that this reasoning does have the ring of truth to it.  We do, in fact, “confirm our natural sense of propriety and fitness of punishment, by reflecting how necessary it is for preserving the order of society.” (TMS II.ii.3.7)  Moreover, we frequently, “defend the propriety of observing the general rules of justice by the consideration of their necessity to the support of society.” (TMS II.ii.3.8)  However, the next paragraph begins with a significant “but”:

But though it commonly requires no great discernment to see the destructive tendency of all licentious practices to the welfare of society, it is seldom this consideration which first animates us against them.”  (TMS II.ii.3.9)

This proposition is then “demonstrated by many obvious considerations.” (TMS II.ii.3.10)  Among these is the fact that our concern for society arises from and is compounded of our concern for specific individuals in the society.  (TMS II.ii.3.10)

Smith then notes that there are, indeed, exceptional cases: 

Upon some occasions, indeed, we both punish and approve of punishment, merely from a view to the general interest of society, which, we imagine, cannot otherwise be secured.  Of this kind are all punishments inflicted for breaches of what is called either civil police, or military discipline.  (TMS II.ii.3.11)

In the case of military discipline 

A centinel, for example, who falls asleep upon his watch, suffers death by the laws of war, because such carelessness might endanger the whole army.  This severity may, upon many occasions, appear necessary, and for that reason, just and proper.  When the preservation of an individual is inconsistent with the safety of a multitude, nothing can be more just than that the many should be preferred to the one. (TMS II.ii.3.11)

As Raphael has shown, though, this is the exception that proves the rule, because the spectator feels differently about this case compared to the norm, even though he approves of the punishment. (1972, p. 95) As Smith explains:

Yet this punishment, how necessary soever, always appears to be excessively severe.  The natural atrocity of the crime seems to be so little, and the punishment so great, that it is with great difficulty that our heart can reconcile itself to it.  Though such carelessness appears blamable, yet the thought of this crime does not naturally excite any such resentment, as would prompt us to take such dreadful revenge.  A man of humanity must recollect himself, must make an effort, and exert his whole firmness and resolution, before he can bring himself either to inflict it, or to go along with it when it is inflicted by others.  (TMS II.ii.3.11)

Left to their own volition the natural sentiments of mankind would not punish the sentinel so severely.  Consequently sentinels would become lazier and armies would be lost.  Here is an example of the utilitarian judgment of the impartial spectator operating as a check to make sure that ultimately the interests of the society (in this case the army) are preserved. 

The case of violations of civil police, which includes political economy, is discussed in Smith’s Lectures on Jurisprudence (LJ), but not in his published work.  For example, Smith considers the English government’s attempt to prohibit the exportation of wool:

Wool in England was conceived to be the source of public opulence, and it was made a capital crime to export that commodity.  Yet tho’ wool was exported as formerly and men were convinced that the practice was pernicious, no injury, no evidence, could be got against the offenders.  The exportation of wool is naturally no crime, and men could not be brought to consider it as punishable with death.  (LJ(B) 182; also LJ(A) ii.91)

Jurors, who are nothing other than Smithian impartial spectators, could find nothing wrong with the practice.  Causing no injury it was not a violation of justice.  Moreover, even though a utilitarian welfare judgment is called for here, from the systemic point of view, there is no discernible public benefit, only the playing off of one group against another.  (WN IV.viii.28-30)  Policies designed for explicitly utilitarian purposes, frequently mistake the relationship between specific economic practices and social welfare.  Society is better off leaving the natural sense of justice alone in these cases, but once again utility plays a checking role on the sentiments.  Even though in this case utility does not over throw the sentiments of the jurors.  

This is Smith’s considered position on the relationship between justice and utility.  Though enforcing the rules of justice has a clear utilitarian function, it is not from reflecting on this that we originally approve of punishment.  That arises out of our sense of the propriety of punishment, independently of any considerations of personal or social benefit.   Utility is an unintended consequence of the operation of these passions in daily life.  It is only ex post that philosophical speculation reveals this providential relationship between means and ends in social life, but once philosophy has arrived at this point utility does play an important role.  There are instances, military discipline and civil police, where utilitarian judgment prevails over that which conforms to the spectator’s natural sense of justice. They do, however, corroborate Raphael’s point that utilitarian ethics have a hard time giving an “adequate account of the concept of justice” (p. 87), since justice and utility are pulling the “man of humanity” in opposite directions, at least in the sentinel case.  The case is also important in that it shows that there is a final check to insure that the sentiments do not lead into actions that are ultimately harmful to society.  In a sense the spectator employs a sort of ratonalistic safety net.  

III.  Utility as an Element in Human Motivation  

Utility in the sense of usefulness, thus, plays a wholly secondary role in they way we make moral judgments.  It is only brought in to play in any significant way as a sort of final check to make sure that the interests of society are served.  Since, those interests are generally served as the unintended consequence of proper action, utility will play a decisive role in moral judgment only in exceptional cases.  However, Smith goes on to develop an original and complex theory of how utility, now understood as fitness or harmony between ends and means, does indeed not only account for certain kinds of moral judgments, but also, since the perception of this harmony is pleasurable, it enters into the motives to action.  This is an extremely significant move on Smith’s part, as he uses this pleasure of harmony to explain the desire to accumulate wealth, and to show how the path to wealth and that to virtue may not be the same.  It is also the basis upon which we judge of political and legal systems.  

Moreover, utility now competes with the sentiments expressed in the sympathetic process as an alternative way of constructing a moral judgment.  Thus, wealth might score high and the wealthy be highly approved from a utility perspective, but if they are not virtuous characters such will not be the case from a “sympathy” perspective.  The same might be said of the system of natural liberty or of the two systems of political economy Smith critiques in WN.   

They are, however, different manifestations of the fundamental concern for others Smith places at he heart of his system.  This is expressed in his concept of sympathy.  Because we care about them, we endeavour to share their experience by trying to feel as they do by imaginatively changing places with them. Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that there might be a genuine interest in the others which causes 'sympathy', there always seems to be some benefit to the observer.  "Whatever may be the cause of sympathy....nothing pleases us more than to observe in other men a fellow-feeling with all the emotions of our own breast"[TMS p.13]. In other words, it is not inconceivable that it is OUR expected pleasure from the harmony of sentiments which dominates all other possible causes for our practice of the imaginary change of places.

However, Smith believes that the mere pleasure of harmony is unlikely to completely override interest in the fortunes of others as the cause of 'sympathy'. This is so because the actual process of 'sympathy'-- the effort involved in putting one's self in the position of another-- is a not a trivial exercise. One needs to 'exert' one's self considerably to understand the circumstances of the other and to do it only for the pleasure of harmony is, in Smith's view, highly unlikely. Consequently, he rejects the view that 'sympathy' can be driven by selfishness [TMS pp.13-14]. 

But he does allow the confusion of the interest in the others with the pleasure of harmony in the case of “utility”. As we noted earlier, Smith says that “we are sometimes eager to promote the happiness of our fellow creatures (genuine interest in the others) from a view to perfect and improve a beautiful and orderly system (pleasure of harmony) rather than from care to what has befallen them” (TMS IV.1.11?). 

The following picture emerges: both 'interest in the fortunes of others' and the 'pleasure of harmony' may be present in 'sympathy' as well as in 'utility'. Smith finds it difficult to believe that the 'pleasure of harmony' can override the 'interest in the others' in the case of 'sympathy' but he finds it acceptable in the case of 'utility'.  We would, therefore, like to argue that 'self-interested' people are more likely to be dominated by the sense of 'utility' rather than by 'sympathy'.

 “Self-interested” characters have little, if any, interest in the fortune of others. The little bit of interest which exists in them is the one which is associated with their own rank and reputation. Hence, if we are to consider the two underlying sentiments of both 'sympathy' and 'utility'--'interest in the others' and the 'pleasure of harmony'--it is more likely that such people will have a much greater capacity for 'pleasures of harmony' than for 'interest in the fortunes of others'. As the 'pleasure of harmony' cannot substitute the 'interest in the others', according to Smith, in the case of 'sympathy', but it can in the case of 'utility', it is unlikely that a person with little interest in the others will employ 'sympathy'. Moreover, if one is only interested in the 'pleasures of harmony' why should one exert one's self to an imaginary change of places when one can simply derive it from 'utility'?


Thus, there is direct evidence to suggest that 'sympathy' and 'utility' may be substitutes in a person's character. Smith makes this point clear with reference to the origin of authority: "Men in general follow these principles ['sympathy' and 'utility'] according to their natural disposition. In a man of bold, daring, and bustling turn the principle of utility is predominant, and a peaceable, easy turn of mind usually is pleased with a tame submission to superiority."[LJ p.402]
. 


The implications of all this to the ethical dimension of Smith's works are considerable. It means, first of all, that there are, in practice, competing methods of moral evaluation: 'sympathy' and 'utility'.  As we have seen in the previous section there can be no doubt that Smith considered propriety --and not pleasure as such--as the key notion of moral approbation. However, it is still through the sense of pleasure that we get from harmony of sentiments that we approve of things. It is therefore difficult to see how the pleasure we get from a well contrived machine can really be distinguished from the pleasure we get from the harmony of sentiments. Indeed, Smith's entire part 4 is devoted to "the Effect of Utility Upon the Sentiment of Approbation" [TMS p.179].


This means that Smith explicitly considered the possibility that individuals might confuse the sense of pleasure they get from the beauty of the system with the one they would have got from experiencing harmony of sentiments. But not only that, he tells us that "so far as the sentiment of approbation arises from the perception of this beauty of utility, it has no reference of any kind to the sentiments of others" (TMS p.192). Which seems to suggest that only when one has no interest at all in the sentiments of others, will one use 'utility' as a means of approbation. This, of course, fits perfectly well the 'self-interested' character.

That a person's character --measured in terms of his attitude towards the others-- can influence the prevalence of the principles of sympathy and utility is quite obvious. A benevolent person is unlikely to confuse the pleasure of harmony which he, or she, derives from the compatibility of their own sentiments, or opinions, with those of the other, with the pleasure of harmony one derives from the beauty of a system. The other's actual well being matters to them. But this is not necessarily the case with the 'self-interested' individual. The lack of an expressed interest in the other suggests that there is no real difference between deriving pleasure from the harmony of sentiments or deriving a similar pleasure from the beauty of things or systems.  

The pursuit of one's own interest in a rational and calculated manner is what Smith calls 'prudence'.  However, in Smith's view this is from the outset, a social endeavour: "The care of the health, of the fortune, of the rank and reputation of the individual...is considered as the proper business of that virtue which is commonly called Prudence"(TMS p.213 my italics).  Thus even the 'self-interested' person must be conscious of the others and how they see him. 

The care for one's rank and reputation is, in Smith's mind, closely linked with our desire to better our condition. This, in turn, is closely associated with finding pleasure in the harmony of sentiments (i.e. sympathy). "From whence" he writes, "arises that emulation which runs through all the different ranks of men, and what are the advantages which we propose by that great purpose of human life which we call bettering our condition? To be observed, to be attended to, to be taken notice of with sympathy, complacency, and approbation..."(TMS p.50 italics added ? ). 

This means that the rational (or perhaps, moderate) pursuit of one's own interest requires that one's actions and character be approved of (through sympathy) by other members of society. Put differently, to gain rank and reputation, others must first experience the pleasure of finding harmony between their own sentiments and ours. We, in turn, find a similar pleasure in this harmony. But how can such a command be gained?  

We desire both to be respectable and to be respected...To deserve, to acquire, and to enjoy the respect and admiration of mankind, are the great object of ambition and emulation [i.e. bettering our conditions]. Two different roads are presented to us, equally leading to the attainment of this so much desired object; the one, by the study of wisdom and the practice of virtue; the other, by the acquisition of wealth and greatness.  Two different characters are presented to our emulation; the one, of proud ambition and ostentatious avidity; the other, of humble modesty and equitable justice (TMS p.62). 

Why, one wonders, are there two so different roads leading to the attainment of rank and reputation instead of one? If we seek approval and sympathy (which is the same thing) we must act in a manner that will make other people sympathise with us. One would have thought that this suggests that the practice of virtue, modesty and justice is the only way to gain social approval. The reason why this should have been so is that virtue and justice are themselves social constructs. Namely, they have been formed in a social process, which means that inevitably they will be familiar to everybody. Thus, if 'shared experience' is a pre-requisite for our ability to sympathise with the others, the familiarity of virtue, modesty and justice should have made them the only way of gaining social approbation.  

Although Smith clearly thought that approval through sympathy should have been the only way to gain respect and reputation, he concedes that this is not the case:  "Though it is in order to supply the necessities and conveniences of the body, that the advantages of external fortune are originally recommended to us, yet we cannot live long in the world without perceiving that the respect of our equals, our credit and rank in the society we live in, depend very much upon the degree in which we possess...those advantages. The desire of becoming the proper objects of this respect, of deserving and obtaining this credit and rank among our equals, is, perhaps, the strongest of all our desires..."(TMS p.213).  

While noting that the social element of the self-interested agenda is indeed the strongest of all desires, Smith also observes that it may become the derivative of the pursuit of physical wealth. But how can wealth accumulation fulfill our social desires given that, as Smith argues, it is at the "highest degree contemptible and trifling"(TMS p.183)? The answer is that nature has created a deception so that it will appear more favourable.  "We rarely view [wealth]" writes Smith, 

in this abstract and philosophical light. We naturally confound it in our imagination with the order, the regular and harmonious movement of the system, the machine or oeconomy by means of which it is produced. The pleasures of wealth and greatness, when considered in this complex view, strike the imagination as something grand and beautiful and noble, of which the attainment is well worth all the toil and anxiety which we are so apt to bestow upon it. And it is well that nature imposes upon us in this manner. It is this deception which rouses and keeps in continual motion the industry of mankind (TMS p.183).

  So the want of wealth not only becomes a substitute for 'good character' as a means for obtaining social approbation, the pleasure of harmony we derive from it seems unrelated to what other people may or may not feel. We, who have accumulated wealth, are deriving the pleasure of harmony from the utility of the system rather than from the compatibility of our own emotions (sympathy) or thoughts (persuasion) with those of the others.  Evidently, the ability to enjoy the rank and reputation through the accumulation of wealth requires that others too, will consider the wealthy as an object of emulation. Indeed, for nature's deception to work in the sense that people will consider wealth accumulation as a means to gain rank and reputation, a connection must be drawn in their mind between those human qualities one would have approved of through sympathy, and the behaviour which leads to wealth accumulation. 

Apparently, nature's deception seems to be working fine. People do believe that wealth is not a trifle and they also think that wherever there is wealth, there must also be virtue. "Magnanimity, generosity, and justice command so high a degree of admiration, that we desire to see them crowned with wealth, and power, and honours of every kind".  But argues Smith, wealth and power are nature's rewards to different sorts of human qualities altogether. Wealth and power, according to Smith, are "the natural consequences of prudence, industry, and application; qualities with which [magnanimity and generosity] are not inseparably connected" (TMS p.167).

From all this we can now establish the following: as humans we are all conscious of each other and we seek to find harmony with both the physical world around us as well as with our fellow humans. In a person who cares about others, there is unlikely for a confusion to arise between the two types of harmony. As self-interested individuals, however, our interest in the others is limited to expecting them to feel sympathy with us. We, on the other hand, are less keen to enter their circumstances and try and feel as they would had we been in their place.  Instead, we discover that by merely accumulating wealth we can at once achieve all our objectives. We gain the rank and reputation we desire and we derive pleasure from our harmony with society in the same manner we derive pleasure from harmony in the physical world.

However, when we choose to accumulate wealth and derive the pleasure of harmony through its deceptive power, we are able to neglect our conduct and allow our lack of interest in the others to show: "It is scarce agreeable to good morals, or even to good language, perhaps, to say that mere wealth and greatness abstracted from merit and virtue, deserve our respect. We must acknowledge, however, that they almost constantly obtain it..."(TMS p.62). Consequently, "[t]hose exalted stations may, no doubt, be completely degraded by vice and folly.  But the vice and folly must be very great, before they can operate this ...degradation"(ibid).  So it is only the self-interested character that may treat harmony in the physical world in the same way he, or she, will treat harmony among humans. Consequently, he, or she, is the only type of character who may face the option of seeking to better their condition either through good character or through wealth accumulation. But do all self-interested rational actors face the same option, or choice? 

The answer is no. As one of us (Witztum) has shown elsewhere the universal desire for the pleasure of harmony has three manifestations: persuasion (barter and exchange), sympathy (the imaginary change of places) and utility (the aesthetics of things). The difficulties of deriving the pleasure of harmony through these media vary considerably. There can be little doubt that sympathy is perhaps the most demanding means for obtaining a sense of harmony. To be able to find harmony through 'sympathy' beyond one's immediate circle requires some degree of understanding. The effort to bring one's self into the position of an 'impartial spectator' is quite considerable. We must be able not only to understand the other's circumstances but have an insight into their motivation as well. But the difficulty of employing sympathy as a means to derive the pleasure of harmony is not so great when we consider our immediate circle. 

Persuasion is somewhat an easier means for deriving the pleasures of harmony. By saying that persuasion is easy I mean to say that exchanges of gifts are always an obvious and straightforward manner by which we may gain an agreement with another. There are, of course, far more complex situations where persuasion would clearly become more difficult but at its basics, it does not seem to require either considerable skills/knowledge or wealth.  

On the face of it, utility is perhaps the easiest of all three means for deriving the pleasure of harmony. For one, it does not depend on the other and as such is available to every individual in all situations. However, as utility is associated with some notions of aesthetics, it may require some knowledge of the world. While the aesthetics of the physical world may be readily available to everyone, the aesthetics of systems (and in particular social systems like the one that generates wealth) requires a considerable degree of understanding.  The self-interested wealthy (and probably educated) individual will have sufficient understanding of the social system to realise that wealth accumulation will provide him with the rank and reputation (the bettering of his condition) he seeks and will also generate the sense of social harmony he desires. A self-interested poor (and probably uneducated) is in a very different position. 

On the one hand, he is barely in the position to derive any pleasure of harmony by feeling sympathy with his fellow humans. "Before we can feel much for others" writes Smith, "we must in some measure be at ease ourselves. If our own misery pinches us very severely, we have no leisure to attend to that of our neighbour: and all savages are too much occupied with their own wants and necessities, to give much attention to those of another person" (TMS p.205).  At the same time, he has not yet accumulated sufficient wealth to learn from experience that mere wealth accumulation may generate rank and reputation as well as a sense of harmony.  His lack of knowledge suggests that he will also be unable to understand the working of the social system to derive the pleasure from its beauty (utility). Therefore, the poor are unlikely to rationally choose to save and accumulate as a means to satisfy their basic desire for harmony.  

We can learn much about the predicament of the poor from Smith's description of the behaviour of savages. He argues that a person whose life's necessities are in short supply and where there is constant danger, would be uninterested in the others. However, this does not mean that he is not in need of any form of pleasure from harmony. Instead of deriving it through an elaborate process of 'sympathy' the pleasure of harmony is derived from conforming to customs.  "Every age and country look upon the degree of each quality....according as their different circumstances render different qualities more or less habitual to them..." (TMS p.204).  Thus, the universality of the search for harmony suggests that the poor will still seek it even when he is not in a position to either feel sympathy (as he has not yet catered for his basic needs) or understand the utility of wealth. When the poor are isolated, then like the savages they may find harmony in conforming to some custom (like drinking and rioting). 

But when they are not isolated, as is the case in commercial societies, how will the poor seek the pleasures of harmony? The answer will be: through the easier and most obvious means for deriving such pleasures. Thus, they may find harmony through sympathy with those who are in their immediate circle. Given their lack of education and hence, there inability to derive pleasure from well-contrived systems, they may seek this pleasure through their good character. Consequently, when two self-interested individuals desire the pleasures of harmony, the one below subsistence and without education will seek it through others' sympathy with his good character, the other, will be able to choose between good character and simple wealth accumulation.  Indeed, Smith was very much aware of such a dual system: 

In every civilised society, in every society where the distinction of ranks has been completely established, there have been always two different schemes or systems of morality current at the same time; of which the one may be called the strict or austere; the other the liberal, or, if you will, the loose system. The former is generally admired and revered by the common people; the latter...by...people of fashion (WN p.794).

But while Smith is clearly of the view that good character is the way to both seek rank and reputation as well as derive a genuine pleasure of harmony, the poor may find this strategy very limited.  "A man of low condition" writes Smith, 

is far from being a distinguished member of any great society. While he remains in the country village his conduct may be attended to, and he may be obliged to attend to it himself. In this situation...he will have a character to lose. But as soon as he comes into a great city, he is sunk in obscurity and darkness (WN p.795). 

Put differently, being unnoticed means that good behaviour will not increase the circle of people who approve of your conduct. As the only people who are likely to notice you and with whom you are likely to feel any sympathy whatsoever, are your close family, increasing this circle could be the only means of satisfying the desire for harmony.  In the beginning of the WN Smith states that: "a workman, even of the lowest and poorer order, if he is frugal and industrious, may enjoy a greater share of the necessities and conveniences of life..." (WN p.10). Then, he argues that "[i]f the demand [for labour] is increasing, the reward of labour must necessarily encourage...marriage and multiplication of labourers...” (WN p.98). Does this mean that 'propagation' is a form of frugal behaviour, which can count as an equivalent to the frugality of the person who through savings increases his wealth?  There are some references to suggest that propagation is a means of wealth accumulation. "The liberal reward of labour" writes Smith, "encourages marriage. The children during the tender years of infancy, are well fed and properly taken care of, and when they are grown-up, the value of their labour greatly over-pays their maintenance"(WN p.565 my italics). In such a case, there is, basically, no difference between the poor and the wealthy. Both, equally self-interested, seek the pleasure of harmony in exactly the same way: through the 'utility' of wealth. 

However, such a view of the attitude towards children is not evident. For one, Smith describes at great length how natural and strong is one's 'sympathy' with one's own family. Within the family, Smith goes on to say, there are no stronger bonds than those between parents and children. In the Lectures on Jurisprudence (LJ) Smith argues that the authority of fathers over children arouse from the fact that they loved their children and went beyond the law to maintain them (LJ p.172-175). Adding to this the evidence collected by Pollock (1983) with regard to attitudes towards children, there is little evidence for the treatment of children as assets. The fact that parents did send children to work at early stages (see, for instance, LJ p.540) is more a reflection of their difficulty of maintaining their children rather then of the use of them as assets. 

But there is clearer evidence of the fact that poor people were not engaged in seeking pleasure of harmony through capital accumulation. Whenever the income rises above subsistence "not only the great landlord or the rich merchant, but even the common workmen...may maintain a menial servant" (WN p.333). While it is quite possible for the rich merchant to increase his demand for both productive and unproductive labour (and thus balance his passions for present enjoyment with his desire to better his condition), it seems less likely to be the case for the common people. For them, the demand for unproductive labour must be an alternative to savings. Similarly, Smith notes that when some people can earn their subsistence in half a week, they will not work the other half (LJ. p.540). Both of these are types of behaviour, which will not support the view according to which poor workers, like any other self-interested individual, will pursue the pleasures of harmony through wealth accumulation.
IV.  Utility and Equity in WN

WN is itself an exercise in eliciting that pleasure of harmony in the reader.  However, the argument itself seems to rely on a more classical sort of utilitarianism to critique the mercantile system and promote the system of natural liberty.  Indeed, we have already seen that civil police, which includes the laws of political economy, is an area reserved for utilitarian judgment, and constitutions are judged according to the happiness of the people who live under them.  Indeed promoting the happiness of the people is their sole end (TMS IV.1.11).  In TMS the chief happiness “arises from the consciousness of being loved” (TMS I.ii.5.1), but happiness defined this way is incapable of measurement.  Thus, in the “Introduction and Plan” to WN Smith proposes a simple metric: output per capita.  If we define the classical utilitarian position as seeking to promote the maximization of either total or average welfare, then Smith would appear to be a classical utilitarian, despite the non-utilitarian moral theory he developed in TMS.  However, David Levy has argued that Smith was more concerned about median income or welfare, not total or average, which suggests a concern for the distribution of welfare in addition to its total.  

We have both argued on previous occasions that Smith is indeed concerned about distributive equity, indeed that it is part of his conception of justice itself.  (Young and Witztum, 2006).  Thus, whatever sort of utilitarianism Smith might be seen to endorse in WN, we will argue in this section that his welfare standard included a concern for distributive equity.  Moreover, there is also a concern for justice, which cannot be subsumed under any utilitarian norm. 

We shall consider the operation of justice and equity in Smith’s thought, especially his treatment of value and distribution in WN.  Smith embedded his analysis of market processes within a property rights discourse that he inherited from Pufendorf and Hutcheson who were in turn continuing the Aristotlian tradition of establishing the conditions for justice in exchange.  While Smith’s value and price theory seem to follow the modern approach of treating the market as a mechanism divorced from its legal and social environment we will argue that he did not thereby ignore, or leave aside a concern for justice either in exchange or in distribution.  Far from leaving the natural law tradition behind, in this respect Smith was an important innovator and developer of it.  Young has previously argued that Smith’s natural price can be viewed as a just price, given his conception of justice and its relation to his theory of the origin of property rights, and that Smith’s component parts of price analysis can be seen as an offshoot of his theory of the origin and evolution of property rights.  (Young, 1986,1995, 1997) Thus, for Smith, cost elements can be seen as grounded in the just claims of property owners (including those who own only their own labour).  

Time and space constraints do not permit repeating these arguments here, other than to state the conclusions.  However, we might fruitfully look at an aspect of this: the right to the fruits of one’s labour.  Recall the beaver and deer story, and that Smith’s first consideration of the nature of exchange is  “In that early and rude society which precedes both the accumulation of stock and the appropriation of land…” (WN I.vi.10).  Now the claim of the hunter to be rewarded for his labour, i.e. to receive something in return, by implication must be based on a property right.  We see this spelled out explicitly: “The property which every man has in his own labour, as it is the original foundation of all other property, so it is the most sacred and inviolable.” (WN I.x.c.12)  This suggests that the fruits of one’s labour would have been historically the first objects to which people attached rights of property.  Thus, in the early and rude state there would be rights to the fruits of labour, but not to land or accumulated capital, and it is these rights that would be violated if exchange were not completely voluntary.

In addition to claims arising from property rights, there is also a concept of “equity”, which recurs in both LJ and WN.  In a number of places in LJ Smith uses terms such as “equity” and “natural equity” synonymously with a concept of natural justice.  For example, 

…one who has been guilty of a crime frees himself from the obligation he is under to the offended person by submitting himself to the punishment which is to be inflicted on that crime, whether it be required by the law of nature and equity or by the civil law of the country.  [(LJ(A) ii.162; emphasis added]
A similar expression appears in a discussion of the laws governing the repayment of debts:

Justice and equity plainly require that one should restore the same value as he received without regard to the nominal value of the money, and therefore he is to restore as much in the old coin or an equall value in the new as he receiv’d.  But the civil government in all countries have constituted the exact contrary of this.  [(LJ(A) ii.80-81; emphasis added]
In addition, the prohibition under Charles II of the exportation of wool made this a capital crime.  “This exportation was no crime at all, in naturall equity, and was very far from deserving so high a punishment in the eyes of the people…” [LJ(A) ii.91; emphasis added] Here “equity” is defined for us as fitting the punishment to the crime in the eyes of the impartial spectator. [LJ(A) ii.90]  There are also “rules of Equity” by which some things, e.g. wild beasts, cannot be made property. [LJ(A) i.53]  Lastly, “equity” is also equated with “natural reason” which is a basis for establishing a real right independently of “civil constitutions of states”.  [LJ(A) ii.28]  In all of these cases the reference is to the operation of the impartial spectator prior to, or as a criticism of, civil government.  In addition, many of these cases have in common that they are instances of retributive justice, either in a negative sense of paying evil for evil, or in a positive sense of fitting payments to the value received.  

As D. D. Raphael has pointed out Smith was one of the few to apply retributive justice to reward as well as to punishment.  (2001, p. 118)  And it is in the former sense we find the concept of equity deployed in the WN, although Raphael criticizes him for neglecting it in his account of merit in TMS.  (2001, p. 118) Thus, “The produce of labour constitutes the natural recompence or wages of labour.”  (WN I.viii.1)  Similarly in a famous passage Smith states:

Servants, labourers, and workmen of different kinds, make up the far greater part of every great political society.  But what improves the circumstances of the greater part can never be regarded as an inconveniency to the whole.  No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable.  It is but equity, besides, that they who feed, cloath and lodge the whole body of the people, should have such a share of the produce of their own labour as to be themselves tolerably well fed, cloathed and lodged  (WN I.viii.36; emphasis added).

The claims of labour to a share of the product are clearly grounded in justice.  This may seem obvious, but our point is that Smith explicitly uses the language of justice, “equity” and “recompence”, in this context.  However, Smith is not just saying that labourers deserve the wages they are paid in the same way that all claims on output are legitimate that arise out of property rights.  He is also claiming that they deserve a decent standard of living, thus implying that justice entails a reasonable distribution of the fruits.  There are ethical considerations underpinning WN that cannot be easily reconciled with utilitarianism.  Although a concern for distribution is consistent with some forms of utilitarianism, there is a definite an anti-utilitarian thread running through WN. Labourers deserve a decent standard of living by natural right; equity arises independently of considerations of the happiness of society.   
� Recall from Smith’s comment in WN that it is the philosopher, “whose trade it is, not to do anything, but to observe everything.”  (WN I.i.9)  There is an important tension in Smith’s philosophy between the perspective of ordinary life and that of the philosopher.  When Smith discusses the interaction of agents in the sympathetic process, which leads to approval or disapproval, he is adopting the former perspective.  In the present discussion of “the utility of this constitution of nature”, he is adopting the perspective of the philosopher.  This is true of all utilitarian judgments in Smith.  They are the deductions of philosophers, and after-thoughts in ordinary life.  Haakonssen has proposed that we further distinguish between contextual knowledge, which agents possess in ordinary life, and system knowledge, which is the provence of the philosopher. (1981, p. 79; see also Griswold on the importance to Smith of the perspective of ordinary life, p. 13)


� Rawls, for example, views utilitarian theories as inherently teleological.  (p. 30) They deduce the means from the utility of the ends.  It should be clear from the passage just quoted that Smith is consciously denying any sort of teleological theory.  God may understand the ultimate purposes of things, but man does not.  We essentially arrive at what is necessary for society from a trial and error process.


� Raphael claims that in the sentinel case Smith concedes too much to Hume by asserting that the utility of the punishment makes it just.  (1972, p. 96)  I agree with Raphael, Smith should not have claimed that the utility of the punishment makes it just.  Justice and utility are distinct principles of ethical judgment, which can come into conflict with each other, and normally Smith himself treats them as distinct.  It would have been more consistent with his theory to simply say that sometimes a greater public good over-rides justice, as I have also argued elsewhere (1997).  


�Recall that submission to authority is explained by 'sympathy': The principle of authority "arises from our sympathy with our superior...we admire their happy situation, enter into it with pleasure, and endeavour to promote it"[LJ p.401].





