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‘Let not philosophy rest in speculation, let it be a medicine 
for the disorders of the soul, freeing the heart from anxious 
solicitudes and turbulent desires; and dispelling its fears: 
let your manners, your tempers, and conduct be such as right 
reason requires. Look not upon this part of philosophy as 
matter of ostentation, or shew of knowledge, but as the most 
sacred law of life and conduct…’ 

Francis Hutcheson

Adam Smith (1723-1790) is founder of political economy. This aspect of his work has 

almost been interpreted from the stand point of his metaphorical use of ‘invisible hand’. Apart 

from the fact that this approach to Smith’s political economy distorts his economic teaching, 

political economy is only one aspect of his work. He is also one of the greatest philosophers in 

modern times. This aspect of his work still needs to be discovered. In what follows, by working 

out  Smith’s  contribution  to  the  debate  on  mind-body  problem,  I  endeavour  to  make  the 

philosophical  aspect  of  his  work more accessible.  Traditionally,  this  problem is  dealt  with 

merely as an epistemological question. As opposed to this, Smith deals with this problem not 

only as a philosophical question but also as a social problem. Accordingly, Smith endeavours to 

show how this problem might be solved not only as a philosophical question but also as a social 

problem.  When  Smith  ponders  over  this  problem,  he  envisages  answering  at  least  three 



questions at the same time, namely: firstly, how philosophy can become scientific, in the sense 

that it becomes relevant for everyday and public life; secondly, how mind and body can in their 

relation to one another be rationalised; and thirdly, how a public life can be established on some 

reasonable principles that it does not cause any mind-body problem in individuals – in the sense 

that it does not suppress their conscience and that there is not a considerable gap between their 

ideal goals and more immediate needs in the comprehensive sense of the term.

1. Smith’s common-sense philosophical approach

In modern times the formulation of the mind-body problem goes back to Descartes’ two-

substance theory in which he suggests that the mind (thinking substance or  res cogitans) and 

body (extended substance or res extensa) are radically different from one another. ‘On the one 

side’, he wrote in the 6th Meditation, ‘I have a clear and distinct idea of myself inasmuch as I am 

only a thinking and unextended thing, and as, on the other, I possess a distinct idea of body, 

inasmuch as it is only an extended and unthinking thing, it is certain that this I [that is to say, 

my soul by which I am what I am], is entirely and absolutely distinct from my body, and can 

exist without it.’ (Descartes  1997: 181) Therefore, he formulates his famous formula ‘cogito 

ergo sum’: I think, therefore I exist. 

Descartes himself seems to have been aware of the questions raised by his system. He 

dealt with mind-body problem again and again. In his last major work Les Passions de L’Ame, 

for example, he dealt with the mind-body-problem again very extensively. In this last major 

work we have the impression as if he had replaced this dualistic approach by an inter-actionist 
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one. Of course, his dualistic view still dominates throughout his work and he still suggests that 

the mind can set the body in motion almost without any constraints. 

‘But the will is so free in its nature that it can never be constrained; and of the two 
sorts of thoughts which I have distinguished in the soul (of which the first are its 
actions, i.e. its desires, the others its passions, taking this word in its most general 
significance, which comprises all kinds of perception), the former are absolutely 
in its power, and can only be indirectly changed by the body, while on the other 
hand the latter depend absolutely on the actions which govern and direct them, 
and they can only indirectly be altered by the soul excepting when it is itself their 
cause.’ (Descartes 1997: 376) 

However, he also accepts that mind and body can act upon each other and that the mind must be 

educated in order to enable it to direct the body. He even seems to have accepted a position 

which implies natural constraint to the mind. 

‘And as the soul in rendering itself very attentive to some other thing, may prevent 
itself from hearing a slight noise or feeling a slight pain, but cannot prevent itself 
in the same way from hearing thunder or feeling the fire which burns the hand, it 
may similarly easily get the better of the lesser passions, but not most violent and 
strongest,  excepting  after  the  commotion  of  the  blood  and  spirits  is 
appeased.’ (Descartes 1997: 363/4)

However, how can the mind exist without the body, or how can a being be a thinking 

being without the body? How is the difference between man’s bodily and intellectual capacities 

to be understood, if they are different? Is there not a unity between them despite the fact that 

they are different? How should this unity of difference be defined?

Many philosophers since Descartes’ formulation of the problem endeavoured to answer 

these questions merely based on some rational or sensualist-empirist principles. Smith explores 

them  based  on  common-sense  philosophy  which  originates  from  Aristotle  and  Francis 

Hutcheson.  (Davie  1994:  47) He endeavours  thereby to  develop  a  comprehensive  view of 
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human nature. In his answer, unlike the traditional approaches, he takes therefore not only sense 

perception and experience but also reason including all sorts of rational capacities into account. 

In other words, in his approach to the mind-body problem Smith aims at overcoming the limits 

of one-sided traditional conceptions of human nature that were employed in the rationalist and 

sensualist-empiricist traditions.

What does common sense mean? As Gunn, quoting from the Oxford English Dictionary, 

points out there are two closely inter-related meanings of common sense. It refers, on the one 

hand, to the internal unity or “common bond or centre” of the five external senses, “in which 

the various  impressions  received  were  reduced to  the unity  of  common consciousness”.  It 

points, on the other hand, to the external unity or “the general sense, feeling, or judgement of 

mankind, or of a community”. It is, in other words, the ‘notion of commonness’ that is essential 

to these two meanings. (Gunn 1991/92: 118/9) In what follows immediately I am dealing with 

the first meaning of common sense. To the second meaning I will be returning when I come to 

Smith’s approach to the mind-body problem a social problem.

2. Smith’s overthrow of methodological individualism

Although Smith develops his conception of ‘human nature’ within the tradition of natural 

law, he does not use its hypothetical devices as a means or model of explanation. He does not 

use  the  hypothetical  category  of  ‘I’  as  a  third  person  which  is  the  central  category  of 

methodological  individualism.  His  methodological  approach  may  be  described  as  a  socio-

anthropological one.
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As opposed to the methodological individualistic approach, Smith uses a three-person 

conception. This enables him to overcome at least some of the limits of ancient and modern 

philosophy. Two of these three persons are real,  whereas the ‘third person’ is sometimes a 

supposed or imagined person and sometime a real person. This means that if the third person 

does not exist as a real individual he or she exists as a representative of the general interest in 

form of social values in all inter-subjective communicative or dialogical situations. However, 

this third person can also exist in some situations as a real individual judging of two individuals 

who may be involved in an inter-action.

The difference between the starting point  of  all  the traditions which use the abstract 

conception of ‘I’ and that of Smith is of great importance for a theoretical reconstruction of 

social  relations.  The  former  remains  in  the  process  of  further  consideration  within  the 

boundaries of the abstract consideration of man divested of all his social relations, whereas the 

latter, though abstract, starts with a real existing micro social relation and in the process of 

further  considerations  he unfolds  it  more  and more  to  include  much more complex  social 

relations. He endeavours thereby to reflect or mirror critically the concrete whole. 

3. Smith’s conception of sympathy and sensualism

In Smith’s socio-anthropological and psychological approach to ethics the conception of 

sentiments  plays  a  crucial  role.  Because  of  this,  he  is  sometimes  seen  as  a  sensualist  or 

sentimentalist  as it  may be claimed from some 18th century French philosophers. However, 

though the conception of sense and sentiments play a crucial role in his ethics, Smith can hardly 
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be seen as a sensualist or sentimentalist. To show this we may clarify his use of the conception 

of sentiments.

3. 1 Smith’s use of the term sentiment

The use of the term sentiment was in the 18th century as controversial as nowadays. Reid 

criticises, for example, those who uses the term in the sense of mere feelings and suggests that 

‘[o]ur moral  determinations may, with propriety,  be called moral sentiments.  For the word 

sentiment, in the English language,  never,  as I have conceived,  signifies mere feelings, but 

judgement accompanied with feeling.’ (Reid 1967: 674) Sir William Hamilton, the editor of 

Reid’s  philosophical  works,  asserts  that  ‘[t]his  is  too  unqualified  an  assertion.  The  term 

Sentiment is in English applied to the higher feelings.’ (Reid 1967: 674n) But  The Oxford  

English Dictionary differentiates between two meanings of the term. It means, on the one hand, 

‘a mental attitude produced by one’s feelings about something; a verbal expression of this; an 

opinion’  and,  on  the other  hand,  ‘emotion  as  opposed to  reason.’  Smith  uses  ‘sense’  and 

‘feeling’  sometimes  as  opposed to  reason.  (Smith  1984:  320) He  differentiates  sometimes 

between  ‘sentiment’  and  ‘opinion’.  (Smith  1984:  17&337) We find  in  his  work  the  term 

sentiment sometimes used as synonym with feelings and emotions. (Smith 1984: 324) In that 

respect Hamilton may be correct. However, his reduction of the meaning of the term sentiment 

to the ‘higher feelings’ does not clarify the meaning of the term entirely. As John Mullan points 

out in A Dictionary of Eighteenth-Century History in the 18th century philosophers understood 

by the term sentiment not only feelings but also thought, consideration and  judgement. (Mullan 

1996:  675/76)  Even  Hume,  whom  Reid  criticises  for  reducing  the  meaning  of  the  term 
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sentiment to mere feeling, uses the term feeling as opposed to thought but not necessarily the 

term sentiment. Accordingly, we quite often find in Smith’s work that the term sentiment is 

used  in  combination  with  approbation  or  disapprobation;  as  ‘sentiment  of  approbation’  or 

‘sentiment of disapprobation’, for example.

Smith’s use of the term refers back to his inter-subjective starting point and we may get 

an accurate meaning of his use when we refer back to his starting point. The approbation or 

disapprobation of sentiment is the approbation of the spectator and the sentiment that is either 

approved or disapproved of is that  of the agent. The agent expresses his sentiments by the 

behaviour of all his body, which can particularly be gathered from the expression in his eyes 

and in his face and so on. The theory of action, as we know, involves not only mere feeling but 

also judgement and decision. The spectator expresses his approbation or disapprobation of the 

action of the agent as judgement, either non-verbal again merely in his body language, or verbal 

as  expression  of  his  opinion  that  includes  also  body language.  In  both  of  these cases  the 

expression  of  sentiments  involves  not  only  feelings  but  also  consideration,  judgement  and 

decision. And this is the meaning of Smith’s use of the term sentiment. (Smith 1984: 325)

3. 2 Smith conception of sympathy

Smith’s central category in his ethics is SYMPATHY. It was one of the oldest Western 

conceptions of medicine.  It  was used for example in physiology before it  came in the 18th 

century to be applied to aesthetics and moral philosophy and ‘referred to the natural harmony 

prevailing between the different parts of the body as a result of the nervous system.’ (Tomaselli 

2001: 715-716) In the same sense as it is used by Smith, namely in the sense of ‘fellow-feeling’, 
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it occurs already in Aristotle’s Rhetoric. (Aristotle 1985b: 2198) The Stoics seem to have turned 

it into a cosmological principle which links and keeps the whole universe together. (Hauskeller 

1997: 219-221) Accordingly, it works as a principle in the whole universe: between planets, in 

inanimate nature, among animals, in human society and between all of them. In the 18th century, 

however, it seems to have no longer been used in this cosmological sense. It rather comes more 

and more to play an increasing role in aesthetics and moral philosophy; for example in the 

works of Hume and Burke. 

What Hume describes as sympathy seems to refer to the conception of empathy rather 

than to that of sympathy. His conception of sympathy is contemplative, i.e. merely descriptive 

and  cognitive.  It  involves  merely  sense  perception  and  imagination,  cognition  and 

understanding. (Hume 1978: 316-324 & 574-592) However, sympathy is a more comprehensive 

concept  and  is  not  only  descriptive  but  also  a  prescriptive  practical  concept.  It  involves, 

therefore,  not only sense perception and imagination,  cognition and understanding but  also 

judgement, decision and action. Burke’s conception of sympathy is not worked out in detail. It 

is merely a statement of his position rather than a well-founded conception. Nonetheless, it is 

more comprehensive than that of Hume, i.e. it  is not only contemplative but also practical. 

(Burke 1998: 40-43) However, in contrast to that of Burke, Hume’s conception of sympathy is 

accompanied  by  his  conception  of  impartiality  which  is  very  important  to  Smith.  Smith’s 

conception of sympathy is rather complex and comprises all  elements of both Hume’s and 

Burke’s conceptions. Smith’s uniqueness in this tradition consists in:  first, that he worked all 

these elements into one consistent conception;  second and more importantly, he demonstrates 

convincingly the workings of both sympathy and impartiality in relation to one another.
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Smith has a hierarchical  view of being:  the unanimated world,  the animal world and 

human society. But this hierarchy is not to be understood in the sense of a narrowly anthropo-

centred conception. Smith formulates his hierarchical view of being in his essay Of the External  

Senses and it occurs, though in a different context but in the same sense, in TMS again. (Smith 

1984: 94/5) He formulates his conception of Sympathy within the framework of his view of 

being. The formulation he gives in this essay is a kind of a pre-formulation of his conception of 

sympathy,  though  he  does  not  use  the  term  sympathy  he  uses  the  term  ‘fellow-feeling’ 

synonymously with the term sympathy. In this hierarchical view of being, according to Smith, 

human beings can and should not rule without any constraints. They have responsibility ‘not 

only towards’ one another, ‘but (though no doubt in a much lesser degree) towards all other 

animals.’ Nature, he continues: ‘[h]aving destined him to be the governing animal in this little 

world,  it  seems to have been her benevolent  intention to inspire him with some degree of 

respect, even for the meanest and weakest of his subjects.’ (Smith 1982b: 136)

Sympathy is then supposed to be a capacity working in and between all sensing beings. 

Between human beings and ‘other animals’,  sympathetic relations can take place only in a 

limited sense. In their full sense they can only occur in human society. (Smith 1982a: 95) Smith 

seems to define sympathy, on the one hand, in a particular sense as a passion, and on the other 

hand, he seems to use it  as  a capacity of understanding and communication embracing all 

original passions of human nature. He seems to have mainly two questions in mind when he 

develops his conception of Sympathy. First, he asks in a descriptive sense ‘what enables human 

beings to understand each other’?  Second, what prompts them to declare their solidarity with 

one another? Let us first concentrate on the first question.
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4. Smith’s common-sense philosophy and his theory of communicative action 

According to Smith communication involves not only an exchange of ideas, as may be 

claimed  of  the  Habermasian  theory  of  communicative  action,  but  it  conveys  the  whole 

information about the historically and socially conditioned circumstances of individuals in a 

situation of communicative action. In Smith’s view the situation of human beings is mirrored in 

their  feelings,  emotions,  thoughts  and  projects.  Therefore,  for  communication  and  mutual 

understanding sense perceptions are prerequisite.  They are necessary because without sense 

perception no living being can exist as Aristotle had already pointed out. (Aristotle 1985a: 690; 

Ackrill 1981: 64) We can not know what is outside of us. It is even impossible for us to know 

how we feel and what we think. Generally speaking, sense perception enables us to have a sense 

of reality and a right orientation in space and time. Our perceptions by means of our external 

senses enable us to have direction in space and time, whereas the internal senses enable us to 

differentiate between right and wrong actions in our public  and private life.  Without sense 

perception, in other words, we cannot have any sense of reality, of space and time, of right and 

wrong.1 This  existential  role  of  sense  perceptions,  both  external  and  internal,  is  either 

underestimated or ignored in merely epistemologically oriented theories of moral development 

– particularly in that of Kohlberg and Habermas for example. (Kohlberg 1997; Habermas 1999) 

They,  therefore,  can  hardly  explain  where our  values  and hierarchy of  values  come from. 

However,  Smith does not reduce the capacities of human beings to mere sense perception. 

Sense  perceptions  may be necessary  but  not  sufficient  in  order  to  communicate.  Implying 

sensualism, he asserts in a critical sense: ‘[t]hough our brother is upon the rack, as long as we 
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ourselves are at our ease, our senses will never inform us of what he suffers. They never did, 

and never can, carry us beyond our own person...’ (Smith 1984: 9)

But  this  is  exactly  what  communication  requires,  namely  that  we  must  go  beyond 

ourselves and understand what others feel and think according to their historically conditioned 

social situation. Our senses may inform us whether what we perceive is external or internal to 

us. (Smith 1984: 9; 1982b: 135-168) They may inform us what and how we feel. But they can 

never carry us beyond ourselves and inform us what and how others feel and think. (Smith 

1984:  9) It  is  only our  capacity  of  imagination  or  common sense which can enable  us  to 

understand one another. By our capacity of imagination we change ideally our situation with the 

agent (or ‘person principally concerned’ as Smith put it) and conceptualise thereby his situation 

in our imagination.

‘As we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can form no 
idea  of  the  manner  in  which  they  are  affected,  but  by  conceiving  what  we 
ourselves should feel in the like situation.’ (Smith 1984: 9) 

‘Neither can that faculty help us to this any other way, than by representing to us 
what would be our own, if we were in his case. It is the impression of our own 
senses only, not those of his, which our imaginations copy. By the imagination we 
place  ourselves  in  his  situation,  we conceive  ourselves  enduring all  the same 
torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become in some measure the same 
person with him,  and thence form some idea of  his  sensations,  and even feel 
something which, though weaker in degree,  is  not altogether unlike them. His 
agonies,  when  they  are  thus  brought  home to  ourselves,  when  we  have  thus 
adopted and made them our own, begin at last to affect us, and we then tremble 
and shudder at the thought of what he feels. For to be in pain or distress of any 
kind excites the most excessive sorrow, so to conceive or imagine that we are in it, 
excites some degree of the same emotion, in proportion to the vivacity or dulness 
of the conception.’ (Smith 1984: 9)

In  short,  in  an actual  situation  of  communicative  action,  by means of  imagination  we put 

ourselves in the situation of the other self and collect by means of our senses all the data about 
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his or her internal world and by means of our common sense we work them into a coherent 

concept. This is way how we become almost the same person as the other self and cognise and 

understand him or her.

5. 1 Smith’s overthrow of the individualistic conception of sympathy

In the passage quoted above Smith employs a mirror theoretical approach. According to 

this approach individuals can only be social individuals. That is to say that the whole situation 

of the agent, which includes the whole individual history and actual surroundings in which the 

agent  is  embedded,  reflects  itself  in  his  feelings,  emotions,  thoughts  and  projects.  If  the 

spectator, who observes the agent, imagines himself in his situation and asks himself: ‘what 

would I feel and think in like situation’ he brings the feelings, emotions and thoughts of the 

agent to himself. In other words, the whole feelings, emotions, thoughts and projects of the 

agent reflect  themselves further in the spectator and it  becomes in a certain sense his own 

situation. Therefore, Smith asserts that

‘Sympathy (…) cannot, in any sense, be regarded as a selfish principle. When I 
sympathize with your sorrow or your imagination, it may be pretended, indeed, 
that my emotion is founded in self-love, because it arise from bringing your case 
home to myself, from putting myself in your situation, and thence conceiving 
what  should  I  feel  in  the  like  circumstances.  But  though  sympathy is  very 
properly said to arise from an imaginary change of situations with the person 
principally concerned, yet this imaginary change is not supposed to happen to 
me in my own person and character,  but in that  of the person with whom I 
sympathize. When I condole with you for the loss of your only son, in order to 
enter into your grief I do not consider what I, a person of such a character and 
profession, should suffer, if I had a son, and if that son was unfortunately to die: 
but I consider what I should suffer if I was really you, and I not only change 
circumstances  with  you,  but  I  change  persons  and  characters.  My  grief, 
therefore,  is  entirely  upon  your  account,  and  not  in  the  least  upon  my 
own.’ (Smith 1984: 317)
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This is the source or origin of our fellow-feeling or sympathy. It is worth emphasising this 

because according to Smith’s approach externality and internality constitute a unity and make 

up the integrity of the whole person. Therefore, they could not easily be separated or isolated 

from each other. Accordingly, it is not only the internality, i.e. feelings, emotions and thoughts, 

which Smith collects under the term ‘sentiment’ from which the observer or spectator forms a 

conception,  but  also  from  external  circumstances  or  surroundings.  ‘Neither  is  it  those 

circumstances only, which create pain or sorrow, that call forth our fellow-feeling. Whatever is 

the passion which arises from any object in the person principally concerned, an analogous 

emotion springs up, at the thought of his, in the breast of every  attentive spectator.’ (Smith 

1984: 10) In other words, we necessarily share his feelings and thoughts which arise from his or 

her external situation and internal dispositions. Therefore, the conception of sympathy cannot 

be claimed to be a ‘selfish’ conception.

5. 2 Smith’s theory of emotions and Emotivists

As is well known Scottish moral philosophy is not founded upon some rational principles 

or imperatives which neglect the cognitive, motivational and intentional role of emotions in 

actions but on sensibility or sentimentalism which does not mean that it neglects rationality. Let 

us for example compare Smith’s qualified criticism of Hobbes and other rationalists who saw 

the source of the general rules of morality merely in reason: 

‘But though reason is undoubtedly the source of the general rules of morality, 
and  of  all  the  moral  judgements  which  we  form  by  means  of  them;  it  is 
altogether absurd and unintelligible to suppose that the first perception of right 
and wrong can be derived from reason, even in those particular cases upon the 
experience of which the general rules are formed. These first perceptions, as well 
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as all other experiments upon which any general rules are founded, cannot be the 
object of reason, but of  immediate sense and feeling (note that Smith does not 
say sentiments). It is by finding in a vast variety of instances that one tenor of 
conduct constantly pleases in a certain manner, and that another as constantly 
displeases  the mind,  that  we form the general  rules  of  morality.  But  reason 
cannot render any particular object either agreeable or disagreeable to the mind 
for its own sake. Reason may show that this object is the means of obtaining 
some other which is naturally either pleasing or displeasing, and in this manner 
may render it either agreeable or disagreeable for the sake of something else. But 
nothing can be agreeable or disagreeable for its own sake, which is not rendered 
such by immediate sense and feeling.’ (Smith 1984: 320; italics added)

Smith as one of the most influential figures of the Scottish Enlightenment develops his 

moral philosophy in this tradition and thereby gives a new turn to Scottish moral philosophy. 

However, his contribution to Scottish moral philosophy is sometimes badly neglected. His work 

is sometimes read merely in the light of either Hutcheson or Hume without taking into account 

Smith’s own contribution. Because Smith develops his moral philosophy based on the concept 

of  sympathy  and  ascribes  to  emotions  an  important  role  in  his  moral  philosophy  he  is 

sometimes counted along with Hume as emotivist. (Kohlberg, Levine and Hewer 1997: 332/3) 

However, a glance at some characteristics of an emotovist theory of ethics may show that there 

are not only crucial  differences between Smith’s moral philosophy and emotivist  theory of 

ethics but that there are also fundamental contradictions between them.

The first characteristic of an emotivist theory of ethics is that it is supposed to be non-

naturalist and non-intuitionist. This can also be claimed of Smith’s moral philosophy. His moral 

philosophy  is  neither  naturalist  nor  intuitionist.  Smith  would,  though  not  with  the  same 

arguments and with the same intentions, agree with the emotivists’s criticism of naturalism and 

intuitionism.  However,  this  cannot  be  the  criterion  by  which  we can  classify  a  theory  as 

emotivist. Otherwise, we can classify all theories of ethics which are non-naturalist and non-

intuitionist as emotivist approaches. The emotivist theory of ethics operationalises a ‘radical 

empiricism’.  (Ayer  1970:  141)  However,  this  cannot  be claimed of  that  kind of  empirical 

approach employed by Smith. This may be seen if we consider what has already been said of 

Smith’s  philosophical  aim,  namely  that  he  wanted  to  overcome  the  artificial  division  of 

philosophy between rationalism and empiricism.  From that point  of view, the claim of the 
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editors of TMS that Smith was ‘in fact a firm empiricist and had little sympathy with rationalist 

philosophy’ is  misleading.  (Raphael  and Macfie  1984: 22)  For  in  his  epistemology,  unlike 

empiricists  and emotivists Smith points not only to experience but to both  ‘experience and 

reason’ as sources of knowledge. (Smith 1982a: 82/3)

The second feature of emotivism refers to its claim that the fundamental terms of ethics 

cannot be analysed. (Ayer 1970: 141) When we consider what pains Smith takes in order to 

analyse his fundamental conception of sympathy and the impartial spectator we may see from 

that that Smith would have rejected that kind of scepticism and agnosticism. 

The third and more important characteristic of the emotivist theory of ethics is that it is a 

subjectivist theory of ethics. It takes for granted that moral judgements cannot be claimed to be 

objectively valid. They are always relative according to the standpoint one happens to take up. 

Accordingly, the emotivists refuse to develop any objective criteria about how moral conflicts 

may  be  solved.  Smith’s  fully  developed  conception  of  the  impartial  spectator  however  is 

supposed to be a ‘trail’ by which objective moral judgements may be produced. 

The reason why some commentators have the impression that Smith was an emotivist is 

probably that in both in the emotivist theory of ethics and in Smith’s theory of ethics emotions 

play an important role. However, there are not only huge differences between their theories of 

emotions but they are also totally contrary to each other. The theory of emotions in emotivism, 

though not fully developed, is a non-communicative expressionist one and represents merely 

subjective moral judgements. (Ayer 1970: 142) In other words, the emotivists have the same 

subjectivist  theory of  emotions  as  dealt  with in  the Kantian deontological  ethics;  with the 

difference that while the latter discards emotions as the basis of any theory of ethics, the former 

approach positively and refer to emotions as the only reliable foundation of ethics.

Smith’s approach to emotions and rationality, in short, to all questions concerning ethics 

in  its broadest  sense is  totally  different from what  we are usually  used to.  His question is 

primarily not so much whether emotions are subjective and rationality is more reliable. As long 
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as emotions and thoughts are not reflected, that is, as long as they remain in their natural state as 

they  first  arise  they  are  necessarily  subjective.  Of  course,  Smith  does  not  neglect  these 

questions;  on the contrary,  he takes them very seriously.  But the particular question which 

Smith asks is the question about the nature of human beings: what are the general features of 

human beings? 

To investigate this question means to explore the idea as to how all  the capacities of 

human beings can be developed as much as possible at the same time and fitted to society and 

vice versa, i.e. how can a society be established which would promote the nature of human 

beings universally. Human beings have always been sensing, feeling and thinking beings. The 

question is  then how can all  these capacities  be integrated into each other and thereby be 

brought into harmony with each other; how can they be fitted to public life; how can social 

conditions be appropriated to these general characteristics? To put these questions at the core of 

our considerations means to inquire into question about how those social circumstances can be 

created, which can promote without any constraint those universal and particular characteristics 

of  human beings.  Because of  these considerations,  the traditional  dualistic  approach to the 

relationship  between  emotionality  and  rationality  is  alien  to  Smith  and  we  can  hardly 

understand his moral teachings, if we would approach his work with traditional dualistic views. 

However, what is the nature of emotions; what is the nature of thought; how do they interact 

upon each other; how do they rationalise one another when they act with each other?

Contemporarily, though there are still  many open questions concerning the interaction 

between emotion, cognition and action in psychology, concerning the interaction between the 
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spheres in the brain which are responsible for cognition and emotion in the cognitive sciences, 

for example, in neurobiology. (Hermsen 1990: 661-682)  The outcomes of these researches in 

neurobiology for example confirm Smith’s anticipations about emotions and they demonstrate 

that emotions do not necessarily contradict rationality. (Roth 1997: 178-212) On the contrary, 

they are inseparably linked to rationality. The rational capacities of human beings can only be 

rationalised  if  they  are  founded  upon  emotions  and emotions  can  only  be  rationalised  by 

applying to rational capacities. (Holzkamp 1985: 95-112)

5. 3 Thought and emotions 

Throughout his work Smith uses ‘passions’ and ‘emotions’ as synonyms for each other, in 

the sense of needs or ‘appetites’ as he calls them. (Smith 1984: 9/10) Passions or emotions as 

indications of needs, therefore, cannot be neglected or suppressed. On the contrary, as they are 

as natural part of human nature as rationality, they must either be satisfied or sometimes be 

compensated. But they cannot be ignored. Certain types of emotion as an indication of certain 

type of needs, bodily or intellectual, have always perceptive, cognitive as well as intentional 

aspects. Though it may not always be immediately clear, as seems to be mostly the case with 

emotions,  even  instincts  and  moods,  as  Freud  worked  out,  have  always  their  perceptive, 

cognitive and intentional aspects. (Freud 1991: 113 – 138) The intentional and cognitive aspects 

of passions or emotions refer always either to some objects in its broadest sense in relation to 

other people or they refer to other people in relation to some object. These aspects, even for 

analytical  reasons,  cannot  be easily  separated from each other.  Therefore,  in  Smith’s  view 

passions and thought are physiologically, psychologically and socially defined.
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Thought differentiates itself from emotions not so much in its nature as an indication of 

some needs; or in its nature as perception of others as well as oneself in relation to some objects 

or ends; they both always refer to some needs and ends; they refer always to some objects in 

relation  to  others  or  to  others  in  relation  to  some objects.  However,  thoughts  differentiate 

themselves from emotions in a certain sense. If a certain type of emotion is perceived and 

identified; it refers always to some ends as I have already suggested. But emotions do not say 

anything about the realisation of these ends. The cognition of certain types of emotions or 

needs, for example, does not necessarily say anything about how, by means of what and in 

interaction  with  whom,  they  can  be  satisfied.  The  intentional  aspects  of  emotions  always 

involve a number of considerations and value judgements, i.e. rationalisation of the ends and 

the appropriation of the means to the ends, which, in turn, react on the emotions in question and 

rationalise them. If emotions are perceived and identified, they refer always to some needs and 

ends. But they do not say anything about concrete means and ends. The concrete means and 

ends must be defined consciously. In other words, the emotions give us a kind of framework, 

whereas thoughts in their normative sense as consciousness fill it in and thereby change the 

framework to some extent according to the consciously chosen means and defined ends.

Let us take, for example, a physiological need; if we are hungry we know that we need 

nourishment and that we are going to eat something. But we do not know exactly what, when 

and where we are going to eat.  Are we going to eat  alone or with somebody together for 

example? These are some of the questions which must be considered before we can follow our 

emotion of hunger. The same applies to our intellectual and social needs. If we have the feeling 

that we are socially not respected or recognised, it causes a kind of feeling of distress and anger 
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in us. In that case, we must identify the cause of the distress we feel. Does it derive from our 

lack of some capabilities  or does it  derive from the incapacity of society to recognise our 

talents? Even then, if we have identified the cause of our feeling of distress, we do not know 

how, by means of what and when we can overcome it. In the former case, for example, we have 

to appropriate these certain kinds of capabilities which are required by our recognition of the 

person that we desire to be. In the latter case, if we are convinced by looking at ourselves from 

spectator’s point of view that it  is not so much our lack of talent which hinders our social 

recognition but certain social structures and prejudices, in that case, we must change them in 

order to enjoy social  respect and recognition. Even then, if  we are convinced that a social 

change must take place, we do not know by means of what and when this change can happen. 

Therefore, emotions always involve some kind of thought and vice versa.

6. Smith’s conception of the impartial spectator as a device for the rationalising of the 
emotions and thought

According  to  Smith’s  teaching,  pure  emotionality,  that  is,  emotionality  without 

rationality,  is  mostly  incapable  of  communication,  whereas  a  theory  of  rationality  without 

emotionality  takes only planned or strategic  actions into account  and leaves  out  the whole 

sphere  of  spontaneous actions  of  everyday life.  More importantly,  relations  based on pure 

rationality may also lead to instrumental relations: both the instrumentalisation of others and of 

the self at the same time. Therefore, neither pure rationality nor pure emotionality can be trusted 

blindly. They must be reflected or filtered by some devices and brought into harmony with each 

other. Nussbaum suggested that we can find this ‘filtering device’ in Smith’s conception of the 

impartial spectator, or, as she called it, a ‘Judicious Spectator’. (Nussbaum 1995: 72)
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The origin of Smith’s conception may be dealt with philologically and sociologically. The 

philological aspect of Smith’s conception itself has two aspects; it concerns, on the one hand, 

the origins of the conception of the impartial spectator in ancient Greek tragedy, in the works of 

Hutcheson and Hume etc, on the other hand, it deals with the development of his conception 

from the first edition to the sixth edition of TMS; a sociological approach to Smith’s conception 

concerns the social genesis of the impartial spectator or conscience as it exists in everybody. 

The ancient  origins  of  Smith’s conception are  hardly researched into.  But  there is  a  close 

connection between Smith’s conception and ancient Greek tragedy, which still  needs to be 

worked out.2

6. 1 The philological origins of Smith’s conception of the impartial spectator

Concerning the origins of Smith’s conception in the works of Hutcheson and Hume we 

are in a better position. The editors of TMS, Raphael, D.D. and Macfie, A.L., suggests that 

‘[b]oth Hutcheson and Hume gave prominence, in their ethical theories, to the approval of “a 

spectator” or of “every spectator”, even of “a judicious spectator”.’ This conception helps to 

bring out  the disinterested character  of  a  moral  standpoint;  the spectator  is  not  personally 

involved,  as  is  the agent  or  a  person affected  by the action.  A spectator  theory  of  moral 

judgement implies impartiality, even though Hutcheson and Hume did not use the adjective 

“impartial” in this connection. The originality of Adam Smith’s impartial spectator lies in his 

development of the idea so as to explain the source and nature of conscience, i.e. of a man’s 

capacity to judge his own actions and especially of his sense of duty.’ (Raphael and Macfie 

1984: 15) This assessment is generally agreed upon and it  is accurately documented in the 
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literature on Smith and generally on a Scottish Enlightenment. (Dwyer 1987: 168 – 185; Mizuta 

1975: 114-131; Raphael 1975: 83-99)

6. 2 The social genesis of the impartial spectator

Raphael worked out the social genesis of the impartial spectator in a comparison with 

Freud’s conception of the ‘super-ego’ very nicely. (Raphael 1985: 41 – 44) In both theories, in 

that of Smith the ‘impartial spectator’, in that of Freud the ‘super-ego’, the conscience or the 

second-self  comes  about  through  socialisation.  However,  Freud  emphasises  the  role  of 

influences  of  ‘parental  attitudes’,  whereas  Smith  envisages  a  much  broader  conception  of 

socialisation. No doubt, Smith refers to parents as the ‘major influence in the moral education 

of children in their earliest years’. But then as soon as children start acting in a much broader 

context than that of the family, teachers, fellow-pupils and friends and fellow-workers play an 

important role as well. (Raphael 1985: 43; Smith 1984: 145) Therefore, Smith refers also to 

society in general as the source of our moral education and moral values. (Smith 1984: 110/1) 

The impartial spectator is, therefore, a ‘product of social relation’ (Raphael and Macfie 1984: 

15) and mirrors all relations of the agent in a given society critically. There is another difference 

between  Smith’s  conception  of  the  ‘impartial  spectator’  and  Freud’s  ‘ideal-ego’.  Freud’s 

conception of the ‘super-ego’ is defined only negatively. Of course, Freud’s theory includes 

both an ‘uplifting “ego-ideal” as well as a repressive “conscience”, but Freud emphasizes the 

latter element. The primary role of the super-ego is that of a censor, inhibiting the exuberance of 

sexual and associated impulses. Smith thinks of the impartial spectator as being there both to 

approve and to disapprove. There is no perceptible leaning to one side or the other.’ (Raphael 
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1985:  42/3)  Raphael  refers  also to a further feature of Smith's conception of the impartial 

spectator, whom Smith sometimes describes as ‘the man within the breast’ that he ‘can be a 

superior judge to “the man without” in being better informed about facts and motives.’ (Raphael 

1985: 43)

6. 3 How does the impartial spectator rationalise the emotions and thought?

From that what has already been said above it becomes clear that Smith wants neither to 

suppress thought nor to eradicate feelings, emotions and passions. But he wants to rationalise 

them. What I mean by that may become clear if we consider Smith’s theory of passions, his 

conceptions  of  sympathy and the  impartial  spectator  in  their  relation  to  each  other.  I  am 

returning now to my above-formulated thesis that Smith dealt with the mind-body problem not 

only as an epistemological question (as presented above) but also as a social problem. I will 

thereby also consider implicitly the question why Smith thinks that we must establish a society 

on  the  principle  of  solidarity,  in  which  public  life  must  be  rationalised  (in  the  sense  that 

everybody  can  aim at  one  another’s  happiness  without  expecting  anything  else  than  their 

happiness).

6. 3. 1 The nature of passions 

Smith’s  theory of  emotions,  his  conceptions  of  sympathy and the impartial  spectator 

cannot  easily  be  considered  separately  from  each  other.  On  the  contrary,  they  are 

complementary to one another and they require one another. The capability of the spectator to 
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sympathise with emotions and to what degree he or she can sympathise with them depends, 

first,  on the origins  of  emotions  and  second,  on the nature of  emotions  itself.  Smith,  like 

Aristotle, differentiates in that context between passions or emotions derived form the body and 

passions or emotions derived from the imagination, between social and unsocial and selfish 

passions or needs. 

Firstly, concerning the origins of emotions Smith differentiates between emotions ‘which 

take their origin from the body’ and those ‘which take their origin from the imagination’. The 

impartial spectator can hardly sympathise with emotions if they have taken a ‘particular turn or 

habit’, regardless whether they originate from the body or imagination. The impartial spectator 

cannot sympathise with passions ‘which arise from a certain situation of the body; because the 

company [spectator], not being in the same disposition, cannot be expected to sympathise with 

them.’ (Smith 1984: 27) If he can be expected to sympathise with them at all, then it is only 

with  a  certain  type  of  them,  with  hurt,  for  example;  and  this  is  always  ‘altogether 

disproportioned to the violence of what is felt by the sufferer.’ (Smith 1984: 29) The same 

applies  to  those passions  which have taken their  origin  from a ‘peculiar  turn  or  habit’  of 

imagination;  a  strong attachment  of  two friends,  for  instance,  when they believe  that  they 

cannot exist  without each other,  is  a case with which the spectator can hardly sympathise. 

(Smith  1984:  31) Smith’s  scepticism  about  man’s  capability  of  sympathising  with  these 

emotions does not necessarily mean that they must be suppressed as we cannot enjoy them in 

public.  On the contrary his  scepticism aims  at  the criticism of  ancient  and modern  moral 

aestheticism and he wants thereby to free the body and esoteric love from public judgements, on 

the one hand and it applies to Smith’s conceptions of self-command and tolerance on the other. 
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Because of this, the person principally concerned or the agent must be aware of the fact that the 

spectator  cannot  judge  about  these passions  immediately  whether  they are  right  or  wrong, 

unless the spectator is fully informed. The person principally concerned must, therefore, avoid 

as long as possible the provocation of the spectator; the spectator, in turn, must be aware of the 

fact that he cannot judge of them correctly, unless he is fully informed, and therefore must 

tolerate them as much as possible. 

Secondly,  concerning  the  nature  of  emotions,  Smith  differentiates  between  ‘social’, 

‘unsocial’ and ‘selfish’ passions. The terms ‘social’ and ‘unsocial’ do not mean that they are 

socially conditioned or not. According to Smith all our passions are socially conditioned. They 

rather mean that they may promote or disturb or even destroy sociability. Unsocial passions or 

emotions are hatred,  resentment and anger with all  their  modifications.  Social  passions are 

generosity, humanity, kindness, compassion, mutual friendship and esteem. The former are as 

necessary as the latter. The necessity of unsocial passions consists in their defensive function, 

i.e. they enable man to defend him- or herself against injuries or, in order to put it in a much 

broader context, to have a sense of justice and injustice, in its normative sense. However, the 

unsocial passions or emotions can be destructive if they are not ‘brought down to a pitch much 

lower than that to which undisciplined nature would raise them’ (Smith 1984: 34), whereas the 

social passions can never be destructive, even if they are exaggerated in their expression. In the 

case of the former, our sympathy is divided, whereas in that of the latter it is redoubled. In the 

case of hatred or anger our sympathy is divided because, on the one hand, we observe the 

person who feels them as a result of being either him- or herself the object of an injury or his or 

her friend, on the other hand, the person who is the object of hatred or anger. As a result of this 
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situation, ‘the interests of these two are directly opposite.’ (Smith 1984: 34) In such situations, 

therefore, our sympathy is always divided - unless we are fully informed. In the case of social 

passions or emotions, ‘a redoubled sympathy renders’ them ‘almost always peculiarly agreeable 

and becoming.’  (Smith  1984:  38) Even ‘when [they are]  expressed in  the countenance  or 

behaviour, (...) towards those who are not peculiarly connected with ourselves, they please the 

indifferent spectator upon almost every occasion. His sympathy with the person who feels those 

passions, exactly coincides with his concern for the person who is the object of them.’ (Smith 

1984: 38) What makes those social passions so agreeable is that ‘there is a satisfaction in the 

consciousness of being beloved’. (Smith 1984: 38) Because ‘to be the object of hatred and 

indignation gives more pain than all the evil which a brave man can fear from his enemies’. 

Therefore, the consciousness of being beloved ‘to a person of delicacy and sensibility, is of 

more importance to [his or her] happiness, than all the advantage which he can expect to derive 

from it.’ (Smith 1984: 38) The unsocial passions harm not only the person who is the object of 

them but also the person who feels them, whereas the social passions are always agreeable. 

Therefore, we try to avoid the former as long as possible and promote and enjoy the latter to the 

full. 

Smith defines ‘selfish passions’ as passions which hold ‘a sort of middle place between’ 

social and unsocial passions. He uses the terms selfish and self-love sometimes in a pejorative 

sense as egoism and sometimes in a positive or at least in a neutral sense as self-interest. The 

selfish passions in this positive sense are never ‘so graceful’ as the social passions and they are 

never ‘so odious’ as the unsocial  passions.  The selfish passions are ‘[g]rief  and joy,  when 

conceived upon account of our own private good or bad fortune’. (Smith 1984: 40) They are 
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never ‘so disagreeable as excessive resentment’ when they are expressed excessively ‘because 

no opposite sympathy can ever interest us against them’ and ‘they are never so agreeable as 

impartial humanity and just benevolence’ even ‘most suitable to their objects’ because there is 

‘no double sympathy’ which ‘can interest us for them’. (Smith 1984: 40) A man, for example, 

who, by his very small joys with which mankind is more ready to sympathise, expresses them in 

a bragging or showy way would cause in us a kind of impression of frivolity and often provoke 

a kind of envy. Therefore, ‘[i]t is decent to be humble admits great prosperity’ (Smith 1984: 41) 

and ‘instead of appearing to be elated with’ our ‘good fortune’ we should endeavour as much as 

possible  to  ‘smother’  our  joy;  ‘keep  down  that  elevation  of  mind  with  which’  our  ‘new 

circumstances naturally inspire’ us. (Smith 1984: 41) Cheerfulness, however, in opposition to a 

boasting expression of our joys, always excites in the spectator sympathetic feeling even in the 

case of ‘peculiar relish’ or ‘little pleasure which common occurrences afford.’ (Smith 1984: 

41/2) Concerning  grief,  Smith  differentiates  between  ‘[s]mall  vexation’  which  ‘excites  no 

sympathy, but deep affliction’ (Smith 1984: 42) and ‘deep distress’ with which our sympathy is 

‘very strong and very sincere.’ (Smith 1984: 43)

6. 3. 2 The impartial spectator as a device to moderate passion

The question is then how do we know when an expression of an emotion or action excites 

in the spectator sympathetic feelings and when not? Or to put it in other words, where and how 

do we get the measure of the spectator which should guide us in order to enjoy the sympathetic 

feelings of the spectator and enjoy thereby social recognition or respect which is a need like any 

other need? Smith’s answer to this question refers to his conception of the impartial spectator or 
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‘the man within the breast’ as he calls him sometimes and which relates, in turn, to his theory of 

socialisation  by which  we internalise  exactly  those measures  which  are  appropriate  to  our 

situation  of  action,  which  itself  involves  a  number  of  theories:  the  theory  of  situation, 

communication, judgement, action, education. 

Smith’s measure for impartiality, by which our emotions are moderated and our actions 

are guided, is not an abstract but a practical one. It is internalised by socialisation in its most 

general  sense by which  our  bodily  and intellectual  dispositions  are  shaped.  Therefore,  the 

measure  according  to  which  we  judge  and  decide  or  act  and  express  ourselves  exists  in 

everybody; it is our conscience as a mirror of our general social conditions. Smith’s conception 

of the ‘impartial spectator’ or conscience is ‘his most important contribution to ethical theory’. 

(Raphael 1985: 41)

The historical importance of Smith’s conception of the impartial spectator as a device for 

rationalising our passions may be worked out if  it  is  considered against  the background of 

European social and political thought since the Renaissance, I mean particularly in relation to 

that  of  Hobbes.  That  what  Smith  suggest  with  his  device  of  the  impartial  spectator  for 

rationalising of our passions may be seen as an answer to the Hobbesean challenge to modern 

social and political thought. In his description of the state of nature Hobbes asserted that all 

human beings have their desires. And all these desires according to Hobbes give occasion to 

new desires and new desires cause another new desires and in infinitum. This is natural and it 

does not cause any quarrel. But ‘if any two men desire the same thing, which neverthelesse they 

cannot  both  enjoy,  they become enemies;  and in  the way to  their  End,  […] endeavour  to 
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destroy, or subdue one an other.’  (Hobbes 1985: 184) In order to come to terms with this 

situation the only device Hobbes could think of was the establishment of an absolute state – an 

idea in which he was followed even by Hegel as one of the greatest philosophers of modern 

times. However, in order to become masters of our passions Smith does not suggest establishing 

an  absolute  state.  He  does  also  not  suggest  that  we  should  eliminate  our  passions.  His 

suggestion may be described as a therapy for desires by human beings themselves rather than 

by an absolute state or any other similar device. He does not ask the question: how can we 

exterminate our passions so that we can become impartial. But he asks the question how we can 

become ‘masters of  ourselves’,  that  is,  command and direct  our  passions so that  they can 

become sociable and thereby communicative. According to Smith we can become masters of 

ourselves and rationalise our passions by appealing to our conscience before we follow them. 

However, to listen to the voice of our conscience or to follow the decision of our conscience 

requires that it is free from alienations and distortions. This brings us to Smith’s next set of 

considerations  about  social  preconditions  of  conscience’s  freedom  of  alienations  and 

distortions.
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7. Smith’s utopia of an open society

7. 1 Smith’s distinction between the impartial spectator within and without

In the debate on Smith’s conception of the impartial spectator it is generally agreed that it 

underwent a fundamental change between the first edition and the sixth edition of TMS. It is 

suggested that Smith’s conception of the impartial spectator referred in the first edition of 1759 

to public opinion, implying a model of a harmonious and self-regulating society. This earlier 

version of Smith’s conception relies on the notion of harmonious unity between public opinion 

and  the  agent’s  conscience.  However,  in  later  editions  of  TMS Smith  made  a  distinction 

between  public  opinion  and  conscience.  He  asserted  that  ‘[t]he  jurisdictions  of  those  two 

tribunals are founded upon principles which, though in some respects resembling and akin, are, 

however, in reality different and distinct.’ (Smith 1984: 130)

The controversial debate concerns Smith’s motivation for this distinction. Smith himself 

referred to this distinction explicitly in the advertisement to the last edition of TMS from 1790. 

It concerns particularly part six, which ‘as it stands in this New Edition, is altogether new.’ In 

the  literature  on  Smith,  two  attempts  are  made  to  explain  this  development  of  Smith’s 

conception.

Firstly, Dwyer claimed that it was not a distinction but a replacement. He suggested that 

Smith replaced this objective conception of the impartial spectator by a conception of an ideal 

or subjective conception of the impartial spectator; partly as a reaction to criticisms and partly 

because Smith dropped his enthusiastic confidence in the moral workings of public opinion. He 

claims that  Smith moved ‘from his earlier  view of  conscience as a “mirror” of communal 
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attitudes (…) to a much more subtle and complex understanding of the individual’s adaptation 

to social norms. In place of a morality that was a reflection of an objective reality, Smith had 

now substituted a morality whose ultimate legislation was subjective.’ (Dwyer 1987: 171/2) 

Therefore, Dwyer concluded that ‘Smith taught (…) to locate ethical cultivation within those 

small-scale social interactions which were stimulated by genuine sociability.’  (Dwyer 1987: 

168) 

Secondly, Mizuta argued that Smith’s distinction between impartial spectator within and 

without was not a replacement of the objective theory of the impartial spectator but a further 

development.  He  emphasises,  in  opposition  to  Dwyer,  Smith’s  growing  insight  into  class 

antagonism in civil society as a result of his studies for the Wealth of Nations. Along with the 

French Revolution and the Calas case, Mizuta points out that ‘[s]tarting from the homogeneous 

and harmonious structure of civil society which is outlined in the first edition, Smith approaches 

gradually the heterogeneous structure as a result of a widening and deepening of his analysis, 

and also as a result of the historical development of the society itself.’ (Mizuta 1975: 128) 

It seems to me that both Mizuta as well as Dwyer give a rather one-sided interpretation of 

the development of Smith’s conception. In particular,  the position of Dwyer can hardly be 

justified based on textual evidences. His claim that Smith replaced his objective theory of the 

impartial spectator by a subjective one can hardly be reasonably founded. For Smith’s theory of 

inter-subjectivity is an objective theory of inter-subjectivity rather than a subjective theory of 

inter-subjectivity. Its starting point is not how one would see oneself but how others would or 

might be likely to see oneself. It is not an a priori definition of oneself but a posterior definition 
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of oneself as others reflect one. It is, therefore, not a subjective theory of the constitution of the 

self but an objective theory of the constitution of the self. 

Let  us  take  Mizuta’s  reduction  of  Smith’s  development  to  his  insight  into  the 

heterogeneous nature of civil society. Of course, class antagonism may be seen one of the major 

reasons why Smith made this distinction. But this is not the only important reason. Even in a 

heterogeneous society with class antagonism, there are always social relations into which this 

class antagonism cannot penetrate. And even in the most harmonious society there will always 

be some conflicts. One may, therefore, say here that this distinction derived not only from 

Smith’s growing insight into the contradictory nature of civil society but also into the nature of 

human society as such. Therefore, Dwyer’s assertion that Smith moved ‘from his earlier view of 

conscience as a  “mirror” of  communal  attitudes (…) to  a  much more subtle  and complex 

understanding of  individual’s  adaptation  of  social  norms’ must  be taken seriously.  But  his 

replacement theory and consequently his reduction of Smith’s teaching to ‘small-scale social 

interactions’ underestimates the importance of Smith’s ethics for the whole of society.

Smith was very well aware of the fact that the greatest challenge to morality was deriving 

not  so  much  from  the  situational  difference  between  individuals  but  above  all  from  the 

situational difference between social classes, because, according to Smith, ‘the distinction of 

ranks and order of society’ is ‘the greatest and most universal cause of the corruption of our 

moral sentiments.’ (Smith 1984: 61) And it was this ‘corruption of our moral sentiments’ that 

caused the alienation and distortion of our conscience. Because of this challenge he draws a 
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framework of social life within which public life might be rationalised and this corruption of 

morality in social life might be overcome.

7. 3 Free communication as the basis and the sign of an open society 

When Smith deals with these kinds of questions he operates with two models of society 

which are contrary to each other. The one is a harmonious and open society in which everybody 

is potentially entitled to access to all spheres of society. The other is fragmented by the division 

of labour and a contradiction of interests. In a fragmented, and therefore closed, society, as the 

general  situation  is  a  fragmented  situation  into  which  the  person  principally  concerned  is 

embedded, his or her durable intellectual and emotional dispositions may be formed by just a 

partial situation causing the person principally concerned can act only from a partial point of 

view being unable to take into account the general point of view. It is, therefore, closed and 

restricts everybody throughout his or her life to only certain spheres of social life. The former is 

based on trust  and open communication, whilst  the latter  is based on distrust  and reserved 

communication or even, more probably, manipulation.

In a closed society, even though we know that there is a much broader world than our 

own, we cannot involve it in our considerations as our world, as we know that we are excluded 

from it; we cannot care about it as we know that we are not a part of it; as we know that we 

cannot trust it. We must check all information many times before we can trust it. ‘Reserve and 

concealment, on the contrary, call forth diffidence. We are afraid to follow the man who is we 

do  not  know where.’  (Smith  1984:  337)  Therefore,  if  we become necessarily  involved in 

interaction with individuals from different spheres, we perceive them as foreigners and cannot 
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easily reveal ourselves. We must remain often formal, purely rational in its negative sense and 

distanced. This distance is not that distance which we must also have in an open society. In an 

open society, too, we must maintain a distance to the objects we aim at, in order to avoid that 

they  dominate  us.  Otherwise,  our  passions  can  turn  themselves  into  addictions,  with  the 

consequence that we may lose our freedom in relation to them. (Plessner 1983: 71) Or in our 

relation to others, we must keep a distance in order to reflect about what they say. Interest or 

concern should always be accompanied by distance. But this distance is not uninterested or 

unconcerned or uninvolved. On the contrary, the distance that we must keep in a closed society 

is  accompanied by distrust.  In  a  closed society,  therefore,  all  social  relations  may become 

instrumental and utilitarian. It is not the happiness of others which interests us, but our own. In 

such situations we must suppress all our feelings, emotions, I mean almost everything that may 

refer to our intimacy. The voice we hear is purely rational. We cannot gather from it any feeling 

and emotion. Therefore, we cannot trust it. Here we have the social cause of the mind-body 

dualism: social relations based on the principles of the division of labour and the principles of 

utility.

A harmonious and open society without fragmentation can form our dispositions in a 

different way from a closed one. Under the conditions of an open and harmonious society, for 

example, the general intellectual and bodily capacities of man can be formed in such a way that 

the  person  principally  concerned  can  act  spontaneously,  i.e.  without  any  long  and  deep 

considerations, on the basis of the principle of impartiality taking spontaneously both general 

and particular interests into account. In an open society we can easily imagine that there is a 

social world that is much broader than our concrete situation. We can imagine the whole, either 
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because of our experiences in different spheres of social life or due to the education that we 

have enjoyed. Even when we are embedded into a concrete situation we know that we can enter 

into  all  other  spheres  without  any  immoveable  restrictions  or  barriers.  We  can  receive 

information about their functioning and we can trust and rely on them. Therefore, if we are 

involved in an interaction with individuals from other spheres of social life, we do not need to 

hide our feelings, emotions, internal considerations. As there is a ‘mutual sympathy’, we do not 

need  to  submit  ourselves  to  self-censure;  we  can  reveal  our  internal  world,  our  intimacy, 

without any fear; we do not need to be afraid of being abused because we trusted blindly and 

revealed  ourselves  without  any  reason.  Smith  points,  therefore,  to  ‘trust’  and  ‘free 

communication’ as the main features of an open society. If we can trust, he says, ‘[w]e see 

clearly  (...)  the road by which’ our  partner  of  conversation  ‘means to  conduct  us,  and we 

abandon ourselves with pleasure to his guidance and direction.’ (Smith 1984: 337) ‘We all’ 

Smith continues, ‘desire, upon this account, to feel how each other is affected, to penetrate into 

each  other’s  bosom,  and  to  observe  the  sentiments  and  affections  which  really  subsist 

there.’ (Smith 1984: 337) In an open conversation, Smith adds: ‘[t]he man who indulges us in 

this natural passion, who invites us into his heart, who, as it were, sets open the gates of his 

breast to us, seems to exercise a species of hospitality more delightful than any other. No man, 

who is in ordinary good temper, can fail of pleasing, if he has the courage to utter his real 

sentiments as he feels them, and because he feels them. It is this unreserved sincerity which 

renders even the prattle of a child agreeable.’ (Smith 1984: 337)

Of course, Smith knew that in reality, neither can an ideal society occur in this pure sense 

as it is described in the model nor can a society be established on the basis of the principle of 
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utility penetrate into all  social  relations. Smith uses this comparison or analogy in order to 

demonstrate to us the difference between what we experience in commercial society and what 

might come, if society were developed further. Therefore, Smith’s conception of the impartial 

spectator or conscience is not a Utopia in the sense of Thomas More’s Utopia, detached from 

reality. Since everybody possesses a conscience it is part of present-day society, that needs to be 

freed from distortions and brought to the fore.
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1 Today it may seem strange or even odd to us to deal with sense perception in moral theory. However, Smith did not 
hesitate to do so as in the 17th and 18th century it was, even by rationalists, generally accepted that one has to deal with sense 
perception; not only in theories of cognition but also in moral philosophy. Unlike our rather narrow contemporary 
conception of moral philosophy the philosophers at that time had a very broad sense of moral philosophy. Moral philosophy 
nowadays deals only with moral values and action whereas philosophers in 18th century understood by moral philosophy 
anthropology including all spheres of human life.
22

 The most recent and to my best knowledge the only scholar book devoted to the relationship between Smith and ancient 
Greek and Roman Philosophers is Gloria Vivenza’s Adam Smith and the Classics: The Classical Heritage in Adam Smith’s  
Thought. However, in her book Vivenza does not deal with the philological genesis of Smith’s conception of impartial 
spectator in ancient Greek tragedies. In that respect she refers merely to some parallels between Aristotle’s and Smith’s 
ethics. (Cf. Vivenza 2001: 46-50)


