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Abstract 

 

Popular contemporary views of Adam Smith paint the eighteenth-century intellectual as a 

staunch proponent of commercial society. However, an examination of Smith’s lesser-known 

works, and his cultural and intellectual influences, reveals a more complex picture of his attitude 

with respect to these concepts. This paper explores how Smith’s critique of commercial society 

was rooted in assumptions about the deleterious effects of the luxuries that proliferated within it. 

This paper will also take a look at how Smith’s assumptions about luxury were in line with 

eighteenth-century understandings of its harmful effects. Moreover, this paper interrogates 

Smith’s understanding of the concept of commercial society and traces a history of 

conceptualizations of luxury in Europe from the classical era to the eighteenth century. It will be 

argued that Smith grappled with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s critique of this social form and 

conceded many of Rousseau’s points about its harmful effects, without fully adhering to 

Rousseau’s primitivist idealism. Ultimately, this thesis argues that Smith’s moral philosophy was 

inseparable from his political economy and that his thinking concerning commercial society was 

deeply impacted by David Hume, Bernard Mandeville, and Rousseau. It will be seen that 

although Smith was in many ways critical of commercial society, he came to see this social form 

as ‘better’ than previous forms of social organization, at the last. His perspective with respect to 

this social form was, therefore, rather nuanced.  
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Introduction 

 

Adam Smith was baptized in the year 1723 in the town of Kirkcaldy, which lies to this day 

across the Firth and Forth estuary from the city of Edinburgh. He was purportedly a guarded 

fellow, who had a peculiar habit of mumbling to himself.1 Never married, and uncontroversial in 

his day, a considerable feat considering the company he kept, Smith seemed the portrait of a 

rather milquetoast eighteenth-century gentleman. Yet the impact of one of his major works An 

Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (hereafter Wealth of Nations) on the 

history of ideas, has established Smith as a titan within the pantheon of western thought today. 

For better or for worse the Wealth of Nations has become the most recognizable of Smith’s 

works. For much of his lifetime, however, the Scottish thinker was most renowned for his 1759 

treatise The Theory of Moral Sentiments (hereafter Moral Sentiments). It is surely an interesting 

twist of fate that the thinker regarded today as the forefather of classical economic theory, was 

instead regarded in his lifetime, as one of the foremost moral philosophers in Britain. 

  As the title of this work suggests, despite our perception of Smith as an advocate of 

societies that were commercial in bent—a presupposition garnered from what may be read into 

an image of Smith as the ‘author of the Wealth of Nations’—this essay contends that Smith was 

also critical of these sorts of societies. Central to this claim is the view that Smith had read, and 

agreed in many respects with, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s critique of modern society. Rousseau 

laid this critique out perhaps most poignantly in his 1754 essay entitled Discourse on the Origin 

                                                             
1 Dennis C. Rasmussen, The Infidel and the Professor: David Hume, Adam Smith and the Friendship that Shaped 

Modern Thought (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2017), 47. 
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and Basis of Inequality Among Men (hereafter Second Discourse) although the theme of modern 

society’s harmful nature ran throughout all of his written works. Despite arguing by 1776 in the 

Wealth of Nations that a certain amount of inequality in commercial society was justified, on the 

grounds that the poor in such a society had their basic needs met, Smith later conceded that in the 

Second Discourse Rousseau had been correct, inequality was in fact morally corrupting. Smith 

grappled with this notion in the sixth edition of his Moral Sentiments, which he published in 

1789, one year before his death.2 Smith appended a new chapter to this final edition entitled ‘Of 

the Character of Virtue’ and therein he argued that the presence of inequality in commercial 

society distorted people’s view of virtue, because it inflated the perceived importance of wealth.3 

It appears, therefore, that Smith would come to view commercial society as morally harmful in a 

fundamental sense by the final years of his life. The fuller implications of this turn in Smith’s 

thinking upon his work, are yet to be determined. 

  Commentators have read the addition of this chapter to the Moral Sentiments as an 

indication that Smith had grappled with Rousseau’s critique of modern society throughout his 

lifetime.4 That said, is important to note that this claim is admittedly rather speculative and 

difficult to determine. Considering Rousseau’s reputation as an eloquent writer and noteworthy 

iconoclast—who had rebelled against many of the values of the Enlightenment by the middle of 

the eighteenth century—it is not a stretch to assume that the Genevan had certainly impacted 

Smith in a profound way, at some point in his life, however. As will be seen, Rousseau’s works 

                                                             
2 John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Scotland and Naples 1680-1760 (Edinburgh: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005), 394. 
3 Dennis C. Rasmussen, “Adam Smith on What is Wrong with Economic Inequality,” American Political Science 

Review 110, no. 2 (2016), 347. 
4 See: Dennis C. Rasmussen, The Problems and the Promise of Commercial Society (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania 

State University Press, 2008), 1-10. István Hont, Politics in Commercial Society: Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Adam 

Smith (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 1-13. Michael Ignatieff, “Smith, Rousseau and the Republic of 

Needs.” Scotland and Europe, 1200-1850 ed., T.C. Smout (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers LTD., 1986), 189. 
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were well known by Smith and other prominent members of the Scottish Enlightenment and his 

critique of modern society had been much discussed by Scottish thinkers. As the historian 

Nicholas Phillipson argued, “What Rousseau’s critique had exposed were ethical questions about 

sociability which would have to be addressed if commerce was to be defended from its critics.”5 

Commentators have noted that Smith took this critique very seriously. 

  Finally, central to the primary argument of this thesis is the view that at the heart of 

Rousseau’s assault on modernity was an attack on the concept of luxury. As Michael Ignatieff 

noted, “it is only in Rousseau…that the critique of luxury and corruption in [the] modern polity 

attains the grandeur and scope of an inquisition of modern civilization as such.”6 Smith, in 

following Rousseau’s lead on this score, would have also viewed luxury as harmful and 

commercial society as fraught with potential pitfalls because of its link to this concept. In what 

follows, the connection between commercial society and luxury will be elucidated alongside a 

history of the conceptualization of luxury in Europe. Before delving into these ideas, however, a 

brief survey of the trajectory of modern Smith scholarship is worth conducting in order to situate 

this analysis within a broader historiographical scheme. It will be seen that the conception of a 

Smith-Rousseau connection is a rather recent one and that this connection offers a fresh take on 

Smith’s influences and ideas and reasserts the view that Smith was a committed moral 

philosopher and not merely a staunch proponent of what would be termed today ‘classical liberal 

economics.’  

 

                                                             
5 Nicholas Phillipson, Adam Smith: An Enlightened Life (Yale University Press, 2010), 148 
6 Ignatieff, Smith, Rousseau and the Republic of Needs, 188. 
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A Brief Survey of the Trajectory of Modern Smith Scholarship 

 

For much of the century following Smith’s death, the Scottish thinker was seen as a proponent of 

self-interest, the sentiment it was presumed his Wealth of Nations was premised upon. Smith’s 

Moral Sentiments, on the other hand, which was considered to be premised upon sympathy, had 

been read for a time as incompatible with the Wealth of Nations. This view constituted what 

would come to be termed ‘Das Adam Smith Problem.’ At the heart of this problem lay the belief 

that Smith’s two major works could not be reconciled with one another, and that Smith’s 

conception of self-interest was a radical departure from his earlier conception of sympathy. For a 

time, commentators also believed that Smith had undergone a ‘revolution in opinion’ between 

the publication of his first work, the Moral Sentiments in 1759, and his last, the Wealth of 

Nations in 1776.7 The assumption was that Smith eventually came to see the value in self-

interest, where before he was concerned primarily with sympathy. As one commentator of the 

nineteenth century wrote, “Smith was an Idealist, as long as he lived in England under the 

influence of Hutcheson and Hume. After living in France for three years and coming into close 

touch with the Materialism that prevailed there, he returned…a Materialist.”8  

  The assumption that Smith’s thinking was radically transformed by his travels in France 

between the years 1766-69—a journey that he undertook alongside his pupil the young Duke of 

Buccleuch—is perhaps as true as the view that Smith ‘lived in England’ (he spent most of his life 

in the Scottish city of Glasgow). An examination of Smith’s posthumously published works and 

surviving letters from the years 1759-76, tell us a different story. It is clear from an examination 

                                                             
7 August Oncken, “The Consistency of Adam Smith.” The Economic Journal 7, no. 27 (1897), 445. 
8 Ibid. 
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of these works that Smith’s thinking had been impacted by French figures well before his travels 

in France. As an investigation of Smith’s earliest published work, an anonymously submitted 

letter to the Edinburgh Review (hereafter Letter) makes clear, Smith had encountered French 

thinking as early as 1756. Moreover, Smith knew and was known by the philosophes before his 

travels. In France, therefore, he did not encounter challenging new ideas, rather, he was reunited 

with old acquaintances and familiar outlooks.  

  As commentators have also noted, the discovery of the ‘College note-book’ containing 

Smith’s lectures on jurisprudence from the years 1762-63, has done much to confirm the 

accounts of Smith’s biographer Dugald Stewart and his friend John Millar, that the Scottish 

thinker was working on a third major work in his lifetime. Judging from Smith’s quite extensive 

lecture notes on jurisprudence, it is likely that this third work would have outlined a theory of the 

law.9 Smith’s third enquiry was believed to be the missing link which could unify his two major 

works once and for all. As Quentin Skinner argued in an introduction to a Penguin edition of the 

Wealth of Nations, Smith’s two major works were parts, “of a grand synthetic system which 

[Smith] hoped to complete with a published account of ‘the general principles of law and 

government, and of the different revolutions which they had undergone.’”10 Skinner’s view 

represented contemporary perspectives on the question of Smith’s third work.  

  Alas, Smith’s third enquiry was likely burned following his death. The Scottish thinker 

had stipulated in his will that his unfinished manuscripts and his remaining letters be destroyed 

and that his colleagues Joseph Black and James Hutton have his essays on ‘philosophical 

subjects’ published posthumously.11 Smith had likely worked on these essays throughout his life 

                                                             
9 Ibid., 446. 
10 Quentin Skinner, “Analytical Introduction.” Wealth of Nations: Books I-III (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1999), 

10. 
11 Rasmussen, The Infidel and the Professor, 236. 
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and they arguably contained his most controversial opinions. Among this collection of essays, 

for example, was a work entitled the History of Ancient Physics which outlined a naturalistic 

account of the development of theism. Smith likely opted not to have these essays published in 

his lifetime in order to avoid the censor of religious authorities. A close friend of Hume’s, whose 

A Treatise of Human Nature (hereafter Treatise) had been quite contentious in its day, and had 

nearly caused Hume to be excommunicated by the Kirk, Smith would have understood, full well, 

the consequences of publishing radical ideas.  

  Ultimately, today it is still a commonly held view that Smith’s Wealth of Nations was 

premised upon self-interest and that this sentiment, according to Smith, was tied narrowly to 

selfishness. Smith scholars have done much to circumvent this reading of Smith’s work in recent 

years, however. In order to understand Smith as a critic of commercial society, it is crucial that 

his Wealth of Nations be seen as related to his Moral Sentiments rather than a radical departure 

from this work, indicative of a turn in his thinking towards selfish materialism and away from 

compassionate sympathy.  

  Following the bicentennial anniversary of the Wealth of Nations in 1976, a new 

flourishing of Smith scholarship was produced which deconstructed the perceived divide 

between Smith’s two major works and asked new questions about the relevance of Smith’s ideas. 

Many commentators of this generation pointed to Smith’s use of the phrase ‘self love’ when 

referring to the interests of the butcher, the brewers and the bakers in the Wealth of Nations as a 

way of interrogating the notion that Smith’s economic principles were purely premised upon a 

narrow view of self-interest.12 As one commentator noted, Smith “deliberately uses the ‘butcher, 

the brewers, and the bakers to illustrate the point that, although our self-interests appear to 

                                                             
12 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations: Books I—III (England, London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1999), 118-119. 
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dominate in the economy, cooperation is both natural and essential.”13    

  In framing Smith in this way, this research did much to resuscitate a view of Smith as a 

moral philosopher and to frame him as an important, yet often overlooked, moral sentimentalist. 

Moreover, this new scholarship related Smith’s own understanding of self-interest to the history 

of this concept. Scholars’ understanding of Smith’s use of self-interest became less presentist and 

more historically focussed and new intellectual-historical investigations of Smith’s work turned 

to Smith’s potential interlocutors and influences.  

  More recently, what has been called an ‘explosion of scholarship’ has emerged out of a 

reading of Smith’s Letter.14 This scholarship has done much to support the view that echoes of 

Rousseau’s understanding of amour-propre—a conception of self love—could be found in 

Smith’s own writing.15 Rousseau developed this concept in his Second Discourse, which Smith 

translated in his Letter. The section of the Second Discourse Smith chose to translate highlighted 

Rousseau’s use of this concept and likened Rousseau’s thinking, in this regard, to the thinking of 

the Anglo-Dutch philosopher Bernard Mandeville. Smith arguably echoed the concept of amour-

propre in his Moral Sentiments, as well. The desire for praise, often linked to self love by 

eighteenth-century moralists, was a key concept in Smith’s work in fact. Smith contrasted this 

desire against the desire for, what he termed, ‘praise worthiness.’   

  The Letter is an interesting document for two reasons that are worth elaborating upon 

briefly. First of all, as far as it is known, the Letter was Smith’s earliest published work. 

Secondly, as explained above, it contained an interesting translation of a segment of Rousseau’s 

                                                             
13 Patricia H Werhane, “The Role of Self-Interest in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations.” The Journal of Philosophy 

86, no. 11 (1989), 673. 
14 Robin Douglass, “Morality and Sociability in Commercial Society: Smith, Rousseau—and Mandeville.” The 

Review of Politics 79 (2017), 598. 
15 Daniel Luban, “Adam Smith on Vanity, Domination, And History.” Modern Intellectual History 9, no. 2 (2012), 

286. 
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Second Discourse. Smith’s reference to Rousseau was a noteworthy one in that it showed Smith 

had encountered the Genevan’s thinking prior to the completion of his Moral Sentiments. The 

Letter also contained a reflection on Rousseau’s own influences. Smith argued in the Letter that 

through ‘philosophical chemistry’—as he termed it—Rousseau had rendered the licentious 

philosophy of Mandeville into something on par with the ‘sublimity of the morals of Plato.’16 

Mandeville’s eighteenth-century work The Fable of the Bees (hereafter Fable) had scandalized 

its audience. What made Mandeville’s philosophy particularly licentious was his claim that 

‘private vice’ could lead to ‘public benefit’ and that people did not possess an innate moral 

sense. Despite the stir the Fable caused, by the early decades of the eighteenth century Voltaire 

would remark that Mandeville’s philosophy had become an, ‘unacknowledged feature of 

educated opinion.’17  

  Smith’s rendering of Rousseau’s arguments in the Second Discourse as a form of 

reformed Mandevilleanism was significant because it spoke to his astute awareness that 

Rousseau—despite being anything but an avowed Mandevillean—could not escape the 

implications of Mandeville’s philosophy. As Smith noted, both Mandeville and Rousseau shared 

similar outlooks with respect to the origins of language and of government.18 It is believed that 

Smith’s sagacity with respect to the Mandevillean nature of the Second Discourse was rooted in 

his own confrontation with Mandeville’s work, as well.  

  All in all, the Letter has produced a compelling new turn in Smith scholarship towards a 

comparative analysis of Smith’s and Rousseau’s works, an analysis which has highlighted the 

                                                             
16 Adam Smith, “A Letter to the Authors of the Edinburgh Review.” The Edinburgh Review, British Periodicals 

(1756), 74. 
17 E. J. Hundert, The Enlightenment’s Fable: Bernard Mandeville and the Discovery of Society (Cambridge 

University Press, 1994), 17.  
18 Ibid., 112-113. 
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similarities between the thinking of Smith, who is largely considered to be one of commercial 

society’s greatest advocates, and Rousseau, who is considered to be one of its greatest critics. 

This paper continues in the vein of this new research to explore historically the side of Smith’s 

thought that was critical of commercial society.  

  This paper will be divided into four chapters. The aim of chapter one is to outline Smith’s 

understanding of the concept of commercial society. This chapter will also briefly examine this 

social form, as it would have been understood by members of the Scottish Enlightenment. In the 

introduction to this chapter entitled Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment, the 

historical context of commercial society will briefly be explored. It will be seen that the concept 

of commercial society emerged out of a theory of history that would come to be termed 

‘conjectural history.’  

  In eighteenth-century Scotland, commercial society was often framed against feudalism 

and its concomitant institutions, such as primogeniture and land entail. Commercial society was 

also seen as an aspirational aim of societal improvement and was much discussed in Scotland’s 

debating societies. Chief among these societies by the middle of the eighteenth century, it will be 

seen, was Edinburgh’s Select Society, of which Smith and Hume were founding members. The 

section following this introduction, which is entitled Smith’s Nuanced Defence of Commercial 

Society, deals more abstractly with this concept. This section is comprised of a close reading of 

book III of the Wealth of Nations, wherein Smith most clearly outlined his theory concerning the 

emergence of commercial society in Europe. The final two sections of this chapter deal with 

recent appraisals of the meaning of this concept to Smith, and explore the centrality of 

commercial society to Smith’s thinking. In the conclusion to this chapter the similarities between 

Smith’s and Rousseau’s thinking will also be explored.  
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  Chapter two deals with the concept of luxury and outlines its centrality to debates 

concerning the virtues of commerce and commercial society, by the eighteenth century. In the 

first part of this chapter entitled Luxury: Pagan Vice to Christian Sin a brief history of classical 

conceptualizations of luxury will be traced. The aim of this section will be to come to terms with 

the classical language associated with luxury and its imagined pitfalls. Section two of this 

chapter entitled De-Moralizing Luxury in Eighteenth-Century Europe explores how Mandeville’s 

Fable challenged classical assumptions about luxury. It will be seen that perceptions of the costs 

and benefits of luxury were beginning to change dramatically by the middle of the eighteenth 

century.  

  Next, chapter three will more closely examine the connection between Smith and 

Rousseau’s thinking concerning commercial society. The explicit focus of this section is what 

will be termed the ‘Smith-Rousseau connection.’ The second and third parts of this chapter will 

deal with Smith’s critiques of commercial society and the similarity of these critiques to 

criticisms brought forward by Rousseau. It will be seen that Smith and Rousseau shared several 

misgivings, though fundamentally disagreed about the value of society more generally. Part two 

of chapter three entitled The Division of Labourers explores Smith’s misgivings with the 

monotonous nature of commercial divisions of labour. Part three entitled An Empire of Opinion 

explores the trouble with the desire for approbation in modern society and the unhappiness that 

this desire produces. The final two sections of this chapter interrogate more closely the 

assumption that Rousseau’s work had a profound impact on Smith’s thinking. Part four examines 

Smith’s Letter for indications that Smith’s attitude towards the Second Discourse might have 

been ambivalent. Part five explores Smith’s view of Rousseau before, during and after his 

famous quarrel with Hume. Herein it will be seen that Smith and Hume were lifelong friends and 
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that Smith was an important confidant for Hume during the quarrel. 

  Finally, chapter four will end this essay with a brief exploratory think-piece on the 

theodicy of Smith’s and Rousseau’s conceptions of the pitfalls as well as the redemptive quality 

of the desire of approbation in commercial society. This is an experimental chapter, and teases 

out the possibility that Smith and Rousseau both believed that the desire for approbation was the 

cause of much unhappiness in modern society, but nevertheless could be harnessed, or cultivated 

in some way, in order to assuage unhappiness to some degree. The conclusion of this work will 

address its various blind spots. This section is a brief one and will explore this paper’s approach 

and rationale concerning its choice of subject mattes.  
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Chapter One 

Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment 

 

The concept of commercial society is seldom used today, and its precise meaning is perhaps 

somewhat unclear. It could easily be conflated with the concept of ‘capitalism’ or of ‘liberal 

society’ if it were not anachronistic to do so.19 The term ‘commercial society’ as such was 

arguably Smithian in origin. As Marxisant Smith scholar Ronald L. Meek showed, Smith utilized 

this concept in his lectures at the University of Glasgow as early as 1752.20 It is likely that Smith 

influenced the thinking of Sir John Dalrymple and the Lord Kames with respect to this idea, 

despite both thinkers having set the concept to print in works published before the Wealth of 

Nations.21 Smith first introduced the idea of commercial society in his writing in the year 1776, 

in book I chapter IV of the Wealth of Nations. Therein he described commercial society in this 

way:  

When the division of labour has been once thoroughly established, it is but a very small part 

of a man’s wants which the produce of his own labour can supply. He supplies the far greater 

part of them by exchanging that surplus part of the produce of his own labour, which is over 

and above his own consumption, for such parts of the produce of other men’s labour as he has 

occasion for. Every man thus lives by exchanging or becomes in some measure a merchant, 

and the society itself grows to be what is properly a commercial society.22  

 

It is worth holding onto the notion that in commercial society every man, by virtue of living by 

exchanging, becomes in some measure a merchant. This concept will be taken up in greater 

detail later on in this chapter.  

                                                             
19 Dennis C. Rasmussen, The Problems and the Promise of Commercial Society (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 

University Press. 2008), 1-10. 
20 Ronald L. Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage (London: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 99. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Smith, Wealth of Nations I-III, 126. 
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  Recent examinations concerning the concept of commercial society have shed light on 

the centrality of this concept to Scottish thinking in the eighteenth century. Historian Christopher 

J. Berry’s work The Idea of Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment is arguably the 

most comprehensive historical investigation of this concept to date. For Berry, commercial 

society was the articulation of a notion of ‘society’ as “an appropriate ‘unit’ for analysis and of 

‘commercial’ as the encapsulation of a distinctive mode of organization.”23 Berry noted that this 

conceptualization of society was indeed a remarkable one to have emerged out of Scotland 

during the Enlightenment, as by the early years of the eighteenth century the kingdom was far 

from being commercialized. It is estimated that by the latter half of the seventeenth century 

approximately 80% of Scotland’s economic activity took place in rural settings indicating that 

the country’s economy was largely rooted in agrarian labour at this time.24 

  Nevertheless, the concept of commercial society offered a conception of society with 

concomitant social and political realities that served, in many respects, as a conceptual goalpost 

for many Scottish improvers eager to pull their kingdom into modernity, by the early years of the 

eighteenth century. The concept itself emerged out of an approach to history developed by the 

Scottish literati, which has come to be termed ‘conjectural history.’ This theory of history 

advanced a view of historical development that saw history as advancing through stages of 

societal progress. Smith, in particular utilized a four-staged theory of history in his lectures.25 

These stages could be defined as: a stage of hunting and gathering, of shepherding, of agriculture 

(or feudalism), and of commerce. 

                                                             
23 Christopher J. Berry, The Idea of Commercial Society in the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press Ltd., 2013), vi. 
24 T. M. Devine, The Transformation of Rural Scotland: Social Change and the Agrarian Economy, 1660-1815 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 4. 
25 Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage, 99. 
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  As Meek showed in a work dedicated to Smith’s four-stage theory, entitled Social 

Science and the Ignoble Savage, conjectural historical accounts of this nature were not 

uncommon by the eighteenth century. Mandeville had in fact produced a three ‘step’ theory of 

history and the French economist Anne Robert Jacques Turgot had arguably outlined a theory of 

history similar to Smith’s, as well.26 Unlike Smith’s four-staged theory, however, these 

conceptions of history lacked a clearly defined ‘commercial’ stage. In another instance, 

Rousseau’s Second Discourse would have played a role in shaping understandings of the history 

of civil society, by the middle of the eighteenth century as well. Rousseau premised his critique 

of inequality on a conjectural account of socio-historical development. Where Rousseau had 

idealized the earliest stages of mankind, however, seeing man’s fall from the state of nature as a 

descent into inequality, Scottish thinkers largely viewed history as advancing towards society’s 

improvement.  

  For the Scottish literati of the middle of the eighteenth century, commercial society 

represented a refined social state, which for many was more peaceful and prosperous than 

previous historical epochs. Not all Scottish thinkers necessarily viewed commercial society as a 

desirable socio-historical end, however. One prominent figure in Scottish intellectual life by the 

middle of the eighteenth century, who was a vocal critic of commercial society, for instance, was 

the Lord Monboddo. Monboddo was supportive of many of Rousseau’s views with respect to 

modernity in fact.27 Interestingly, Monboddo also maintained a number of eccentric viewpoints. 

Of his more curious claims was the belief that people had diminished in size since antiquity due 

to their diet. He also believed that orangutans were capable of speech (though they preferred to 

                                                             
26 Ibid., 29. 
27 Fredrik Albritton Jonsson, Enlightenment’s Frontier (Yale University Press, 2013), 21. 
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remain silent) and represented a missing link between man and ape.28    

  Monboddo was an avid Romanophile. He believed, like many other critics of commercial 

society by Smith’s day, that modern social formations tended to sap people of their vigor and 

fighting prowess. This was primarily because of the harmful effects of the luxuries that tended to 

proliferate within modern societies.29 For Monboddo, the participatory republics of ancient 

Greece and Rome offered models of civil society that were more austere yet more ideal than their 

nascent commercial variations. Monboddo would voice his concerns with the modern world in 

Edinburgh’s premier debating club, the Select Society, which was operative from 1754-63. 

Smith was a founding member. A reading of the society’s minutes reveals that the question of 

luxury’s harmful effects—which Monboddo was responsible for broaching a handful of times—

was debated on thirteen separate occasions.30 As historian Fredrik Albritton Jonsson pointed out, 

a close examination of the Select Society’s minutes indicates that the Society’s initial debate on 

luxury’s harmful effects was spurred on by national concern for the development of a Scottish 

militia in 1755.31 This makes sense in light of the concerns of thinkers like Monboddo, who 

believed that luxuries encouraged martial enervation. 

 

It is important to note that conjectural history had become, by the middle of the eighteenth 

century, an accepted framework among Scottish thinkers. Sir John Dalrymple’s 1757 Essay 

Towards a General History of Feudal Property in Great Britain did much to codify this 

historical conceptualization and the four stages of history it was premised upon.32 How one 

                                                             
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 22. 
30 Ibid., 19. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage, 100. 
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viewed these stages and their concomitant realities had, in many respects, it should be added, 

much to do with their political persuasions. Those Scottish thinkers with aristocratic, or civic 

republican sympathies, tended to view earlier stages of society more favourably than their more 

liberal counterparts. Those of a liberal bent, on the other hand, tended to view commercial 

society as, in some respects, flawed, but as a marked improvement upon previous social forms, 

nonetheless.  

  Much of the impetus against commercial society at this time was rooted in romantic 

conceptualizations of Scotland’s past and fears that modern industrial society threatened, in some 

existential way, the ‘spirit’ of the kingdom. As Jonsson noted, one unintended consequence of 

the quelling of the Jacobite Uprising was the romantic idealization of Gaelic culture.33 

Commercial modernity would come to be seen as threatening to this more ancient way of life by 

some Scottish thinkers after 1746, and Highland culture would be viewed as a more pristine 

example of the ancient Gaelic way of life lost to the Lowlands as a result of its modernization.  

   Further impetus was spurred on by attacks on the vestiges of Scottish Feudalism by 

improvers bent on bringing the kingdom into the commercial era. These attacks threatened the 

interests of Scotland’s smaller gentry, who still benefitted from the institutions of primogeniture 

and deeds of tailzie (entail).34 Jonsson, in fact, framed Smith’s defence of commercial society as 

an attempt to legitimate tenant farmers and the smaller gentry; to in effect preserve in small part, 

the kingdom’s status quo.35 

  Other critiques of commercial society were rooted in more concrete concerns, namely the 

kingdom’s ability to defend itself in times of war. Although the eighteenth century was a century 
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of relative calm for the Scots, it was punctuated by intermittent conflicts, nonetheless. These 

conflicts created a demand for Scottish fighters in some instances. Most notable among these 

conflicts, in this century, were the Seven Years’ War and the Jacobite Uprising. Members of the 

Select Society would play a role in drafting Scotland’s policies with respect to the handling of 

these conflicts.  

  Much of the debate surrounding commercial society in Scotland was also centered around 

the question of what to do about the Scottish Highlands. The Highlands, which were less 

developed than Lowland Scotland, were often described and understood in the language of 

conjectural history. The societies of Highland Scotland were seen as more primitive and stuck 

somewhere between the stages of pastoralism and agriculture. Although Lowland Scotland—

which was the epicentre of the Scottish Enlightenment—was rather commercialized by the initial 

decades of the eighteenth century; in contrast, the Scottish Highlands remained isolated and 

largely rural by this time. This would be true of Highland Scotland until the latter half of the 

century. As one commentator noted, as a consequence of the defeat of the Jacobite rebels, 

Lowland elites, in allegiance with the government of Great Britain, would engage in the process 

of colonizing Highland Scotland.36 Various improvement schemes would be concocted, and the 

theoretical assumptions undergirding these schemes were largely the biproducts of Scotland’s 

various debating societies. Much of these schemes utilized assumptions about Highland Scotland 

drawn from conjectural historical accounts.  

  The use of conjectural history as a framework for understanding social relations in a 

Scotland bifurcated by an atavistic Highland and modernizing Lowland, had a real tangible effect 

on how emergent events were understood and responded to in the eighteenth century. For 
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example, during the Seven Years’ War (1756-63) Highland regiments were preferred to those of 

the Lowlands due to the association between primitiveness and martial ability.37 Smith’s remarks 

upon the uprising in the Wealth of Nations provide a telling example of this way of thinking. As 

Smith wrote: 

In the year 1745 four or 5 thousand naked unarmed highlanders took possession of the 

improved part of this country without any opposition from the unwarlike inhabitants. They 

penetrated into England and alarmed the whole nation, and had they not been opposed by a 

standing army they would have seized the throne with little difficulty.38 

 

  Ultimately, the development of Scottish self-understanding with respect to the 

Kingdom’s relative poverty, when compared to other European nations in the eighteenth 

century—especially England—was in many respects a natural response to the 1707 Acts of 

Union. As John Robertson convincingly argued, the adoption of political economy by Scottish 

thinkers in this century was the natural outcome of this response. It was a natural outcome of the 

need to improve the country. As Robertson wrote, “Political economy…addressed what since the 

beginning of the century had been recognized as the most pressing problem to face [Scotland, its] 

backwardness relative to the richer and more powerful nations of Europe.”39  

  As historians note, by the middle of the eighteenth century the Scottish intelligentsia 

would engage wholeheartedly in the active improvement of their kingdom and would produce 

tremendous results by the 1760s.40 Scottish economic development also went hand-in-hand with 

the development of enlightened ideas. Hume, who had placed himself at the center of 
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Edinburgh’s intellectual life by 1752, was so impressed by Scottish intellectual developments, in 

lieu of the kingdom’s humble beginnings, that he remarked in a letter to a colleague: 

Really it is admirable how many Men of Genius this Country produces at present…Is it not 

strange…that, at a time when we have lost our Princes, our Parliament, our independent 

Government, even the Presence of our chief Nobility, are unhappy, in our Accent & 

Pronunciation, speak a very corrupt Dialect of the Tongue which we make use of; is it not 

strange, I say, that, in these Circumstances, we shou’d really be the People most 

distinguishe’d for Literature in Europe?41 

 

For Scots, the eighteenth century was a time when social improvement and intellectual progress 

went hand in hand. As historian Roger Emerson put it, “Scots became chemists in order that they 

might find better fertilizers… and geologists as they sought to find their mineral wealth.”42 

Central to this improvement was the aim of attaining a commercial society, a social form which, 

although Smith was critical of he also defended in a rather nuanced fashion. As will be seen, 

Smith’s defence of this social form rested upon assumptions about its ability to produce 

prosperity, despite the inequality that exited within it. His defence also rested upon the 

assumption that commercial society was less backwards than previous social forms and was a 

social form that could produce more tranquility, which Smith believed was a prime component 

of happiness. These dimensions will be explored in what follows.  

 

Smith’s Nuanced Defence of Commercial Society 

 

Smith’s clearest handling of commercial society can be found in his account of its emergence in 

book III of the Wealth of Nations. This account will be explored in this section and it will be seen 
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that Smith defended this form of society, yet he also felt it had many harmful elements. Smith’s 

advocacy for this social form, despite his misgivings about it, constituted what Rasmussen called 

‘the central puzzle of Adam Smith’s thought.’43 Smith’s account of the rise of commercial 

society in Europe was also rooted in what Skinner has referred to as the Scottish thinker’s 

‘philosophical’ historical method.44 It has also been argued by historian Jacob Viner, moreover, 

that Smith’s method stemmed from his reading of the Roman jus naturale school of thought and 

the thinking of Grotius and Pufendorf more specifically in this regard.45 This was a view also 

shared by the Smith scholars Meek and István Hont.46 Viner argued that Smith’s ‘major claim to 

fame’ was his application of economic thinking to his philosophical conception of history.47 As 

will be seen, not only had Smith conceived of a philosophical-historical approach in the Wealth 

of Nations, but he applied economic thinking to this framework in order to elucidate an 

understanding of societal development that went beyond the mere speculative. 

  In book III of the Wealth of Nations Smith argued that the rise of commercial society in 

Europe was the unintended consequence of the conspicuous consumption of country gentlemen. 

These were large land owners who had inherited much of their estates from feudal ancestors who 

had come to preside over these estates through conquest. It was the country gentlemen’s love of 

trinkets and baubles that furnished the rise of commercial society in Europe because this love 

produced a demand for luxury goods and furnished the industry of artisans and merchants, 
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according to Smith. Smith argued that this declension-ascension paradigm was nothing short of a 

‘revolution of the greatest importance’, and he wrote: 

A revolution of the greatest importance to the public happiness, was… brought about by two 

different orders of people who had not the least intention to serve the public. To satisfy the 

most childish vanity was the sole motive of the [country gentlemen]. The merchants and the 

artificers, much less ridiculous, acted merely from a view to their own interest…Neither of 

them had either knowledge or foresight of that great revolution which the folly of the one, and 

the industry of the other, was gradually bringing about.48  

 

It is important to note that the preconditions for this transformation in Europe had been 

established under Europe’s feudal order, which in turn had come about as a consequence of the 

barbarian invasions of the Western Roman Empire.  

  For Smith, feudalism in Europe had produced, what he termed, a ‘retrograde order.’49 In 

this order, the natural balance between the countryside and the towns of Europe had been 

disrupted. Smith contrasted this retrograde order against, what he termed, the ‘natural order of 

things.’50 In this natural order, Smith wrote, “[the] cultivation and improvement of the 

country…which affords subsistence, must necessarily, be prior to the increase of the town, which 

furnishes only the means of conveniency and luxury.”51 The conquest of Europe’s countryside 

and its division and the presiding over of it under laws of entail by the feudal lords confounded 

this natural order, according to Smith, because it inverted this relationship. Feudalism led to the 

underdevelopment of the countryside; furnished the domination of the lords over their subjects; 

and produced an antagonism between the countryside and the towns. 

  Smith’s account of the emergence of commercial society in book III offered a critique of 

feudalism, in many respects. As the introduction to this chapter makes clear, such a critique 
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would not have been uncommon among Scottish improvers by the middle of the eighteenth 

century. It is worth noting that Smith was a latecomer to debates on this subject.52 Smith argued 

in book III that Europe’s retrograde order produced a play of powers between three estates: the 

burgers, the lords, and the monarch. Smith argued that, in order to insulate himself from the 

lords, the monarch had granted the burghers privileges in return for their service in times of 

conflict. In this way the burghs became, according to Smith, “independent republics in the heart 

of their own dominions.”53 They became bulwarks against the lords, backed by the power of the 

monarch. On this relationship Smith wrote: 

The lords despised the burghers, whom they considered not only as of a different order, but as 

a parcel of emancipated slaves…The burghers naturally hated and feared the lords. The king 

hated and feared them too.54 

 

This fear and hatred formed the basis for what Smith termed the ‘mutual interest’ of the burghers 

and the monarch.55 Protected from the lords, the burghers took to trade and industry. This 

produced what Smith called, a gradual and ‘insensible operation.’56 The luxuries the burghers 

procured allowed the lords to expend the whole of their capital on themselves. As Smith put it, 

“for the gratification of the most childish, the meanest, and the most sordid of vanities, [the 

lords] gradually bartered their whole power and authority.”57  

  Thus for Smith, the insensible operation of luxury production and consumption would 

transform the lords over time. Not only would their status in society be transformed, however, 

but their manners would also come to be affected. As book III indicates, where once these lords 
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were warmongering tyrants in search of vain glory, luxury would soften them into gentlemen. 

Conversely, luxury brought the wealth of the burghers on par with the lords, and all the while the 

monarch grew absolute. Smith’s account of the softening of the feudal lords was here similar to 

the account Hume developed in The History of England (1754-61) and Smith explicitly 

mentioned Hume in his historical account in book III. Smith’s account also reflected enlightened 

understandings of commerce’s perceived ability to soften manners.  

  In book III Smith openly agreed with Hume about commerce’s ability to produce good 

government. The basis for this good government was rooted in the conspicuous consumption of 

the country gentlemen, which furnished the rise of a middling sort. This middling sort, according 

to Hume, “having no hopes of tyrannizing over others…[were] not tempted for the sake of that 

gratification to submit to the tyranny of their sovereign.”58 This attitude, according to Hume, 

furnished egalitarianism because the middling sort came to covet, “equal laws, which may secure 

their property.”59 Protected by the mutual interest of the monarch, this group was able to flourish 

in the burghs. Over time, as people began to live more by exchanging, the manners of the feudal 

lords were softened as they adapted to Europe’s nascent commercial regimes. For Smith, the 

incentive to adapt their behaviour lay in the evolution of manners. When the middling sort rose 

to prominence, the favouring of ‘equal laws’ and security became commonplace and the 

disposition towards these particular values conflicted with the more bellicose mores of feudal 

Europe.    

  In the Moral Sentiments Smith outlined his thoughts with respect to what he believed 

constituted happiness. For Smith, happiness consisted in a mixture of tranquility and 
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enjoyment.60 The former admixture is here worth noting within the context of the shift from 

feudalism to commercial society in Europe. In no unclear terms, Smith referred to feudal society 

as inherently violent and arbitrary.61 Such a society would not be conducive to the maintenance 

of tranquility. Commercial society, on the other hand, with its favouring of equal laws and 

security, was more conducive to tranquility because it was a society less riven by the arbitrary 

violence of lords and their petty feuds. This was one salient defence of commercial society which 

Smith implicitly put forward in book III of the Wealth of Nations. Another side to this shift in 

manners, however, was a transformation in people’s sentimental outlooks, so to speak. Although 

the emergence of the middling rank would produce a transformation in manners it would also 

produced a shift in how people came to view the utility of wealth. Although commercial societies 

were certainly more tranquil than feudal ones, a good deal of unhappiness was also produced by 

this shift in perceptions with respect to wealth. This unhappiness was galvanized in turn by 

inequality and the distinction of ranks that it inevitably produced. However, it is worth noting 

that commentators point out that Smith believed that a certain degree of inequality was useful 

because it made people more productive.62 Moreover, Smith was not a radical egalitarian by any 

stretch, and believed that respect for distinctions of rank produced political stability.63 

 

On an abstract dimension, Smith grafted his economic theories onto an underlying order which 

he perceived was governed by natural forces. These forces were part and parcel of Smith’s 

conception of the natural order of things. As Jonsson noted, one of the central questions which 

Smith probed in book III of the Wealth of Nations was the extent to which the market was 
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sufficient to improve this natural order.64 Smith certainly viewed the market as a viable means of 

improving nature, so long as certain conditions were met. For Smith, these conditions related to 

the breakdown of monopoly forces in many respects. In eighteenth-century terms, this meant the 

abolition of institutions that were the vestiges of feudalism. One such institution which Smith 

criticized throughout the Wealth of Nations was primogeniture. Elsewhere he criticized the guild 

system, which was the result of privileges granted to burghers by the monarch.  

  It is also worth noting that the Wealth of Nations was published sometime before Thomas 

Malthus’ An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) and it is difficult therefore to know 

what Smith’s views were with respect to the natural limits of the market when it came to the 

improvement of the natural order of things. Smith, after all, could not have had a conception of 

Malthusian Catastrophe.  

  Furthermore, for Smith, man’s mode of subsistence reflected his response to the necessity 

imposed upon him by nature and became more complex and refined over time. Smith also argued 

that man’s response to necessity was tied to his ‘natural inclinations.’65 These inclinations were 

tied in turn to a conception of human nature not at all dissimilar to Mandeville’s, or to 

Rousseau’s for that matter. According to Smith, for instance, the conspicuous consumption of the 

lords was driven by their proclivity to seek the approbation of others. As will be seen in chapters 

two and three, the desire for approbation was also a central instinct in both Mandeville’s and 

Rousseau’s conceptions of human nature. Thus, as has been alluded to but not explicitly stated, 

for Smith there was a relationship between society and people’s mental states. As was seen 

above, after all, Smith viewed the emergence of commercial society as an insensible revolution 

of the greatest importance to human happiness. 
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  In book I of the Wealth of Nations Smith used common complaints about luxury to 

highlight how processes like the one described in book III could lead to human happiness. In this 

way Smith’s work can be read as melding economic theory to assumptions about history and to 

moral-philosophical suppositions about human nature. In a passage concerning the real value of 

wage labour, Smith wrote: 

The common complaint that luxury extends itself even to the lowest ranks of the people, and 

that the labouring poor will not now be contented with the same food, clothing, and lodging 

which satisfied them in former times, may convince us that it is not the money price of labour 

only, but its real recompense, which has augmented.66  

 

For Smith, one result of the demand for luxury goods was that it expanded the market for those 

goods and thus expanded divisions of labour tied to their production. In so doing, surplus capital 

could be wrested via profits on luxuries, which could then furnish more liberal wages. Moreover, 

as the supply of luxuries was increased their cost would presumably decrease. Smith believed 

that over time the value of wages would tend toward their real price and the rates of interest and 

profits would drop, producing a greater degree of economic equality.67 However, as was shown 

above, Smith understood that commercial societies were fundamentally unequal. Despite their 

inequality, however, he maintained that these societies were better at providing for people’s 

needs than more primitive social formations and that they provided more wealth for the bottom 

wrung of society. Smith understood that although commercial societies were home to inequality, 

they were also less impoverished than more equal and primitive social forms. This was perhaps 

Smith’s clearest defence of commercial society.  

  Another of Smith’s primary criticisms of this social form, on the other hand, was the 
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effect it had on people’s ability to properly apprehend the qualities of objects. Smith argued in 

the Moral Sentiments that one of the greatest causes of unhappiness in commercial society was 

that people therein tended to ‘overrate permanent situations.’68 For Smith people often confused 

luxuries with needs, believing wealth brought happiness.69  

  Despite this, the above cited passage from the Wealth of Nations could read as a subtle 

defense of luxury, as it was designed to show that the real recompense of labour had increased as 

a result of the division of labour’s expansion in Europe. Smith immediately followed this 

passage with a pertinent question, however. He asked: “Is this improvement in the circumstances 

of the lower ranks of the people to be regarded as an advantage or as an inconveniency to 

society?”70 He does not give a straightforward answer. Nor did Smith positively affirm the 

virtues of luxury in the Wealth of Nations. However, Smith certainly felt that a society where the 

poor had the means to acquire luxuries was a society that was much improved compared to a 

society that was poor. Smith wrote in book I that, “[no] society can surely be flourishing and 

happy, of which the far greater part of its members are poor and miserable.”71 Commercial 

societies for Smith were the most conducive societies for the improvement of the lives of the 

poor to have arisen in Europe by the middle of the eighteenth century.  

  To conclude, although Smith conjectured that commercial societies emerged in Europe 

by chance, he set out in the Wealth of Nations to uncover the mechanics of this social form. 

These mechanics, when understood, could be used in principle to harness nature and to combat 

the various vicissitudes it imposed upon man in order to improve the human condition. For Smith 

these societies were less violent than those operating under feudal assumptions, in this way they 
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offered more tranquility and by extension produced greater conditions for happiness. Moreover, 

the extensive divisions of labour of these societies, Smith believed, increased the real 

recompense of wages, thus allowing the poor of commercial societies to be better off than the 

poor in places of a less commercialized social orientation. Although a great degree of economic 

inequality existed in commercial societies Smith believed that the increase in the real 

recompense of wages assuaged some of the harm of this inequity. These arguments constituted 

Smith’s primary defence of this social form. 

  Conversely, however, for every benefit of commercial society Smith acknowledged an 

associated cost. In many respects these costs all boiled down to a critique of the nature of 

sentiment within commercial society. As was discussed in the introduction to this work, Smith 

had grappled with Rousseau’s critique of commercial society throughout his life time. As will be 

seen, Rousseau’s critique of commercial society was also fundamentally rooted in a critique of 

sentiment within this social form.   

 

Postscript to Smith’s defence of Commercial Society 

 

Having outlined Smith’s defence of commercial society and his conjectural account of its 

emergence in Europe, it is worth exploring some contemporary interpretations of the significance 

of this concept to Smith’s thought. As was seen in the introduction to this chapter, Smith saw 

commercial society as a society where people became ‘in some measure a merchant.’ This 

statement, although seemingly innocuous, was arguably rather profound. It implied a connection 

between a society’s mode of subsistence and the social relations which existed within it. There 

have been two interesting recent readings of the meaning of Smith’s views with respect to this 
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idea that are worth highlighting.  

  In Politics in Commercial Society Hont interpreted Smith’s view with respect to the 

merchantlike quality of people in commercial society to mean that when social relations became 

‘market like’ these relations in turn became “governed by the utility that…market liaisons both 

demand and entail.”72 Therefore, according to Hont, commercial society was a society predicated 

upon a sense of sociability rooted in utility. For Hont, Smith’s claim about the prevalence of 

mercantile social relations in commercial society was inspired by a Hobbesian conception of 

sociability which rejected the Aristotelian notion of the Zoon Politikon—the view that people 

were naturally sociable, political animals.73 Hont pointed to Smith’s tripartite conception of 

sociability, which the Scottish thinker outlined in his Moral Sentiments, in order to support this 

claim. In the Moral Sentiments Smith divided the motivations for sociability into fear, love, and 

utility.74 Commercial society, according to Smith, was a society predicated upon utility as 

opposed to fear or love. As Hont noted, Hobbes had developed a conception of sociability rooted 

in utility in his own work as well.  

  Furthermore, Hont claimed that Hobbes had influenced both Smith and Rousseau and 

confirmed that the Genevan had left an indelible mark on Smith’s thinking. Smith certainly 

conceived of commercial society as being predicated upon the sort of utility typical of merchant 

exchanges and this view serves as an interesting normative evaluation of the modus operandi of 

this social form.75 One interesting side note is that Rousseau did not understand English—a point 

borne out by his correspondence with Hume76—and would have read Hobbes in French or Latin 
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translation. Suggesting that commercial sociability rested upon a sense of utility understood as 

something like, ‘mutual advantage’ or the ‘shared pursuit of personal ends’ etc., is useful, but 

does not provide a full picture of Smith’s understanding of how social relations predicated upon 

utility ought to play out. A second, and vital, component of Smith’s view with respect to the 

utility undergirding commercial sociability, therefore, was the view that accurate appraisals of 

the real qualities of objects and one’s moral responsibilities were also needed. 

  On the nature of Smith’s moral philosophy, it is worth here noting that Smith’s 

framework was deeply empirical and was largely influenced by the thinking of Hume. Hume 

noted in the introduction to the Treatise that when it came to moral philosophy one did not need 

to go ‘beyond experience.’77 On this same token, Smith maintained that moral understanding was 

not apprehended primarily through the use of reason but through sentiment and through 

reflecting on one’s participation in society. For Smith, society was a mirror onto the self. In the 

Moral Sentiments he wrote:  

Were it possible that a human creature could grow up to manhood in some solitary place, 

without any communication with his own species, he could no more think of his own 

character, of the propriety or demerit of his own sentiments…Bring him into society, and he is 

immediately provided with the mirror which he wanted before.78 

 

Thus, moral character building was for Smith a social activity. According to Smith one learned 

the value of handling oneself with probity and rectitude by observing the effects of one’s 

behaviour on others.79 Although Smith certainly viewed commercial sociability as a form of 

sociability rooted in utility, he was also intent on showing that, in order for such a society to 
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function, its members were required to evaluate its contents, their own moral actions, and even 

their own desired ends, in a proper fashion.  

  Finally, one other interesting reading of Smith’s view that in commercial society people 

became merchantlike, can be found in Meek’s work. Meek suggested that the transformation in 

social relations that commercial society engendered was indicative of a Smithian conception of 

economic determinism.80 As Meek noted, Smith had conceived of a ‘four-stage’ theory of history 

wherein commercial society represented the fourth stage of historical development. Smith had 

developed this concept in his lectures on jurisprudence. Meek noted that Smith’s definition of 

each historical stage reflected their ‘mode of subsistence.’ Smith had indeed understood these 

stages in this way and labelled them the stages of hunting, shepherding, agriculture, and 

commerce, as was seen above. Meek ultimately drew a parallel between Smith’s conception of 

history as an evolution of modes of subsistence and Marx’s view with respect to the development 

of Capitalism, which was rooted in a similar conception of history wherein societies were 

defined by their modes of production. In this way, Meek saw echoes of Scottish conjectural 

history in Marx’s conception of historical materialism. 

  If Meek’s appraisal of Smith’s four-stage theory was correct, then commercial society’s 

social relations could be understood as being determined by a society’s mode of subsistence. Yet 

Smith scholars have pushed back against this claim in recent years. Rasmussen argued contra 

Meek in fact that, “for Smith a society’s mode of subsistence [did] not in any way ‘determine’ 

the other features of that society.”81 Rasmussen contended that in commercial society, even 

though Smith believed people became ‘in some measure’ a merchant, he did not believe that the 

mode of subsistence itself determined this behaviour.  

                                                             
80 Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage, 110-114.  
81 Rasmussen, The Problems and Promise, 100. 



Page 32  Adam Smith as a Critic of Commercial Society Santos 

 

  When considering Smith’s view with respect to the importance of proper appraisals of the 

quality of objects and the content of moral actions, it becomes clear that Smith believed that 

human behaviour was not wholly determined. For Smith, people still had room to transform their 

behaviour as well as their way of seeing the world. Nevertheless, Smith certainly did believe that 

the character of society had a bearing on how people came to understand themselves. 

  In conclusion, central to Smith’s conception of moral apprehension was one’s reflection 

upon their social relations. It should be noted, however, that unlike Rousseau in this respect, 

where Smith believed that fundamentally other regarding people could become moral 

individuals, the Genevan saw in this desire for the consideration of the appraisal of others an 

indication of man’s fallen nature. As will be seen in the concluding section of this chapter, both 

Smith and Rousseau were influenced in regard to their thinking in this respect, by Mandeville’s 

Fable.  

 

Conclusion: Commercial Society as a ‘Society of Vicious Praise’ 

 

In the Fable Mandeville maintained that people’s passions reigned over their faculty of reason. 

This was a view similar to the one Hume would later develop in his Treatise.82 Mandeville 

argued, as well, that people possessed a powerful sense of self love and that this sense was the 

root of the passions associated with sin and vice.83 Commercial society for Mandeville, 

moreover, was one in which the vices of vanity, envy, and pride, predominated and this was 
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because these societies were affluent ones and possessed luxury goods. Unlike many of his 

contemporaries, Mandeville argued that vice and sin could not only produce positive public 

benefits but that they had also improved people’s quality of life by the eighteenth century. This 

was because vice had become a powerful motive force driving industry, he argued. The desire 

for commodities like sugar, tea, coffee, or luxury trinkets, etc., had furnished legions of people 

with work.  

  Mandeville argued that because people were driven by self love, they sought the 

approbation of others. In modern society this praise could be acquired through conspicuous 

consumption, yet it could also be acquired in ways that were tied to common decency, through 

displays of beneficence and acts of kindness for example. Mandeville reasoned that if amoral 

motivations could have good consequences then the inverse could also hold true, ‘good’ actions 

could have amoral motivations as well.84 At the heart of this assertion was the view that people 

suffered from a degree of self-deception which was in turn induced by a poor understanding of 

human nature.    

  Mandeville was able to make this pivot in moral thinking by anchoring moral sense in 

sentiment—in this case in self love—and by making passion the master over reason. In so doing, 

Mandeville challenged the view that moral actions rooted in rational understandings of what one 

ought to do, were done for the sake of the good-in-itself. At the root of all actions for Mandeville 

was a sense of self love. As will be explored in greater detail elsewhere, Mandeville felt he had 

arrived at his conclusion concerning man’s primary motivations through an honest analysis of 

man’s ‘natural’ constitution.  

  In many respects Smith shared Mandeville’s view concerning the nature of commercial 
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society and of the passions’ power over reason. However, Smith felt that Mandeville had too 

narrow a conception of human motivations.85 This was because Mandeville and the ‘splenetic’ 

philosophers of his ilk, as Smith called them, had dismissed the role that sympathy, rooted in a 

sense of compassionate pity for the misfortunes of others, also played in how people were 

motivated to act in certain situations. Smith tackled this dilemma on the very first page of the 

Moral Sentiments where he wrote: 

How selfish soever man may be supposed to be, there are evidently some principles in his 

nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to 

him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it. Of this kind is pity or 

compassion, the emotion which we feel for the misery of others, when we either see it, or are 

made to conceive it in a very lively manner.86 

 

In many respects this was the central claim of the Moral Sentiments. Interestingly, commentators 

have noted the similarity between Smith’s view of pity and the view of pity that Rousseau 

developed in his Second Discourse.87  

  As Smith noted in his Letter, in the Second Discourse Rousseau challenged Mandeville’s 

view of human nature by arguing that people possessed a natural instinct for pity. Rousseau 

maintained that this instinct for pity was the grounds for all social virtue. On this score, Rousseau 

wrote: “I believe I perceive in [people] two principles that are prior to reason, of which one 

makes us ardently interested in our well-being… and the other inspires in us a repugnance to 

seeing any sentient being…perish or suffer.”88 The first of these principles for Rousseau was the 

notion of self love, the other pity.89 
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  In acknowledging that people’s psyche was divided into self love and pity Rousseau was  

conceding Mandeville’s point that self love (what Mandeville termed ‘self liking’) was one of 

man’s primary motive forces. Moreover, like Mandeville, Rousseau believed that in society 

people became other regarding. For Rousseau, man’s social reality intensified his sense of self 

love tied to the desire for praise. This facet of self love lay dormant in the state of nature and was 

only intensified in social settings. As Rousseau wrote in the Second Discourse, “the savage man 

lives in himself; the man accustomed to the ways of society is always outside himself and knows 

how to live only in the opinion of others.”90 

  In the Second Discourse, Rousseau divided self love into amour-propre and amour de soi 

meme. He contended that amour-propre was an instinct that lay dormant in the state of nature, as 

it was actuated by social interaction. Amour de soi meme, on the other hand, was a love of the 

self that compelled people towards self preservation. This sense of self love was dominant in the 

state of nature, because such a state was a solitary one. For Rousseau inequality emerged after 

people formed societies and a shared language.  

  Once the means of articulating rank and prestige came into being vis-à-vis language, 

amour-propre was further inflamed, Rousseau maintained. Again, although this sense of self 

love existed prior to society there was no need for it to become man’s primary motive force in 

the state of nature, as such a state was a solitary one. The problem with amour-propre’s 

pathological inflammation for Rousseau, was that it made people solipsistic and it overpowered 

their sense of pity or even their amour de soi meme. In so doing, people came to think less about 

their responsibility to others and more about their own selfish ends. For Rousseau this led 

inevitably to a degree of alienation and ultimately to unhappiness. 
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  Finally, Rousseau contented that in commercial society there were many avenues toward 

the satisfaction of amour-propre and the conspicuous consumption of luxuries was but one of 

these avenues which was pervasive and particularly harmful, as was mentioned earlier. Rousseau 

critiqued upon this social form and the luxuries within it and in so doing took up many civic 

republican positions. Civic Republicanism maintained that true civic spirit consisted in 

subordinating one’s personal interests to the common good, and in the garnering of glory through 

military achievement.91 As was also observed earlier in this chapter, thinkers of Rousseau’s 

political persuasion often viewed luxury consumption as martially enervating. 

  Rousseau’s account of the pathological inflammation of amour-propre in the Second 

Discourse was a naturalistic one. By showing how amour-propre lay dormant in the state of 

nature, due to the solitary nature of man therein, and by arguing that inequality emerged 

alongside the development of language and property, Rousseau was able to link people’s desire 

for approbation (which Mandeville associated with vanity and envy) to modern society’s 

emergence. Although people possessed a natural instinct for self love, which at times made them 

vain or envious, they were also naturally sympathetic. It was society and its concomitant 

manmade institutions which led to moral degradation by inflaming amour-propre. This was the 

essence of Rousseau’s critique of modernity. As the opening lines of Emile read, “Everything is 

good as it comes from the hands of the Author of Nature; but everything degenerates in the 

hands of man.”92 

  In the introductory chapter to part III of the Moral Sentiments Smith offered a similar 

naturalistic account of the rise of the desire for approbation. It is evident, however, that where 
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Rousseau viewed amour-propre as a sign of man’s fall from grace, so to speak, Smith attempted 

to rehabilitate this concept in the Moral Sentiments. For Smith society was necessary for the 

development of man’s sense of moral self-understanding. In part III he wrote: 

To a man who from birth was a stranger to society, the objects of his passions the external 

bodies which either pleased or hurt him, would occupy his whole attention… Bring him into 

society, and all his own passions will immediately become the causes of new passions. He 

will observe that mankind approve of some of them, and are disgusted by others. He will be 

elevated in the one case, and cast down in the other.93 

 

  Ultimately it is clear that Smith was moved by both Mandeville’s and Rousseau’s 

thinking with respect to people’s moral natures within modern society. For now it is important to 

note that although Smith believed that commercial societies were societies capable of uplifting 

the poor, he was also aware of the critiques of this social form’s more cynical detractors. He was 

aware that commercial society offered a new set of problems, and promoted a new sense of 

desire for the praise of others. This desire, at the last, was a major cause of unhappiness for 

modern people. Despite his defence of this social form, Smith could not escape the power and 

broader implications of Rousseau’s critique of modernity. Although Smith believed that in 

commercial societies the poor had their basic needs met, he grappled with the view that such a 

society could also furnish unhappiness, and he addressed this issue in the final edition of the 

Moral Sentiments in 1789. 
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Chapter Two 

A History of Luxury 

 

The aim of this chapter is to uncover the centrality of the concept of luxury to critiques of 

commercial society in Europe by the eighteenth century. In the first half of this chapter classical 

conceptions of luxury will be explored. It will be seen that luxury was, for much of European 

history, a rather pernicious thing. Classical thinkers associated luxury with weakness and 

superfluity and later Christian thinkers like Augustine conflated it with lechery. It will be seen 

that luxury would come to be associated with a number of pagan vices. Both Plato’s and 

Aristotle’s views of luxury will be interrogated in order to explore classical conceptions of 

luxury and to elucidate its connection with vice. 

  The latter half of this chapter will explore the ‘de-moralization’ of luxury in the 

eighteenth century and will focus on the role the Fable played in this process. In the Fable 

Mandeville developed a consequentialist ethic which historian Christopher J. Berry has termed 

Mandeville’s ‘sociological morality.’ It is tempting to read Mandeville’s sociological morality as 

a prefiguring of later utilitarian conceptions of morality, conceptions rooted in a view of moral 

worth tied to outcomes. This is because contemporary understandings of eighteenth-century 

ethics often frame the consequentialism of Utilitarianism against non-consequentialist moral 

conceptions, in particular, Kant’s deontological view which he established in The Groundwork to 

the Metaphysics of Morals. The contemporary viewpoint considers this divide to be typical of 

Enlightenment thinking. Yet reading Mandeville’s ethics as chiefly consequentialists and a 

foreshadowing of later utilitarian ethical systems would be too presentist. 
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  As Mark Hulliung pointed out in The Autocritique of Enlightenment, “Kant and Bentham 

forced a choice at the end of the eighteenth century that their predecessors had been careful to 

avoid.”94 This choice was between consequentialism and non-consequentialism; between 

Utilitarianism and Deontology. Hulliung pushed back against a frequently made claim that the 

eighteenth century saw a turn away from natural law theory towards a utilitarian conception of 

morality, arguing instead that before Bentham and Kant drew a line in the sand between these 

two ethical trains of thought, Enlightenment thinkers like Mandeville and Smith would have 

flexibly swum between both ideological shores.95  

  As will be seen in the first section of this chapter, classical assumptions about luxury 

would persist into the eighteenth century. Luxury would be associated with superfluity, with 

going beyond moderation. The boundlessness of desire was the basis for much anxiety with 

respect to luxury’s harmful effects and the harmful effects of a society where luxuries were 

present. This view of luxury and the luxurious state would constitute the European worldview 

about this concept until the latter half of the seventeenth century. 

  In the final section of this chapter it will be seen that the aim of Mandeville’s Fable was 

to show that moralists had too narrowly centered their understandings upon individuals and 

individual actions. Like Kant’s later deontological conception of morality, eighteenth-century 

moralists conceived of rightness as rooted in proper actions done out of a duty towards the good. 

Mandeville attacked this notion by examining the outcomes of individual actions on society. For 

Mandeville, proper moral action done on an individual basis—although surely right and good—

could produce unintended, negative social consequences. Conversely, the opposite was true. In 
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this way, the vicious motivations tied to the pursuit of luxury could have positive social benefits, 

in particular, by furnishing the poor with work. Mandeville inadvertently produced a 

consequentialist ethic that in turn provided a rationale for the ‘de-moralization’ of luxury—a 

concept borrowed from Berry and which refers to the rendering of luxury into an object with an 

innocuous moral connotation. 

  

Luxury: Pagan Vice to Christian Sin 

 

The word luxury stems from the Latin word luxuria meaning ‘excess.’96 Yet, as Hume remarked 

in his essay Of Refinement in the Arts (hereafter Essay on Luxury), “[luxury] is a word of an 

uncertain signification.”97 This was true of the concept in the eighteenth century and remains true 

to this day. Today, luxury’s meaning is in many respects rather fluid. It is a term that typically 

describes expensive and desirable objects that are superfluous in nature. Luxury is also used as 

an adjective, loosely referring to the qualities of certain experiences. Another conception of 

luxury’s meaning was worked out by Mandeville in his Fable. Mandeville contrasted luxury 

against need. Although luxuries were synonymous with superfluity and were thus by definition 

unnecessary, Mandeville pointed out that one person’s ‘need’ might be another person’s 

‘luxury.’98 Mandeville blurred the distinction between need and luxury in this way in order to set 

the groundwork for the de-moralization of this concept in his work. 

  Today the distinction between need and luxury has perhaps been eroded somewhat. 
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Technological advancements have dawned on us so rapidly, and become so ubiquitous, so 

quickly, that in the span of a decade what were once superfluities have now become needs. That 

luxuries can so quickly become needs, coupled with what has already been said about the needs 

of one being the luxuries of another, speaks perhaps to the illusory nature of this concept. Berry 

defined luxury in this way: “A luxury is not something static, it is dynamic; it is subject to 

development as the desires, and necessarily attendant beliefs, are met and then fuelled with 

further qualitative modifications or refinements.”99 As will be seen, the concept of luxury for 

much of European history had a rather fixed and pejorative meaning which stemmed from the 

‘attendant beliefs’ of classical moralists. Luxury was tied to vice by way of its association with 

superfluity and pleasure. Moreover, luxury was tied to Occidental conceptions of ‘eastern’ 

cultures and assumptions about gender roles. 

 

It has been said that the western philosophical tradition consists of a series of footnotes to Plato, 

and the Greek philosopher certainly pre-empted much of the eighteenth-century debate on 

luxury. In The Republic Plato had Socrates trace an image of a city filled with luxuries which he 

termed the ‘luxurious state.’ Although Plato’s account of the virtuous republic in this work was 

largely a thought experiment, his account of the luxurious state, nonetheless, remained a 

powerful allegory against luxury well into the modern era. It also provided a philosophical 

framework for understanding the societal effects of luxury production.  

  The impact of Aristotle and Plato on eighteenth-century thinking cannot be overlooked. 

Despite the distance in time between Smith and these classical thinkers, classical thought still 

largely formed the groundwork of much eighteenth-century moral thinking, as this subsection 
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hopes to elucidate. Smith undoubtedly encountered the works of Plato during his time as a pupil 

of Francis Hutcheson, whose thinking, in turn, had arguably been influenced by the Cambridge 

Platonists.100 Thus it is worth briefly exploring Aristotle and Plato’s conceptions of luxury, in 

order to develop a framework for understanding classical assumptions about luxury and its 

perceived costs and benefits.  

  In The Politics, Aristotle was critical of what he termed chrēmatistikḗ which was the ‘art 

of making money from money’ and which he contrasted with oikonomikḗ which was the study of 

the management of a household.101 For Aristotle, money-making for the sake of profit was 

potentially dangerous from a moral standpoint because it effectively confused means with ends. 

As Berry pointed out, Aristotle remarked that “those who make chrēmatistikḗ their object treat 

everything—including medical and military matters—as sources of wealth.”102 If a warrior 

fought out of chrēmatistikḗ the fear was that he might not do so out of courage.  

  Aristotle also contended in The Politics that, “Of everything which we possess there are 

two uses: both belong to the thing as such, but not in the same manner.”103 Aristotle used the 

example of exchanging a shoe to highlight this divide, and he pointed out that when one barters a 

shoe they do not ‘use a shoe as a shoe.’104 Exchange for Aristotle was not a bad thing, however, 

so long as people were making exchanges for the sake of acquiring things they needed and 

desired to use in their proper ways. On this, he wrote, “the natural arts of wealth-getting are a 

different thing; in their true form they are part of the management of a household; whereas retail 

trade is the art of producing wealth…by exchange.”105 Aristotle was making a division between 
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natural exchange, so to speak, and unnatural exchange. In the first instance, exchanges that were 

part of the management of a household were natural and moderate because they kept exchanging 

within defined boundaries. Moreover, in these exchange relations, things were sought for their 

proper use. In the case of chrēmatistikḗ, the pursuit of money for money’s sake had no limits and 

led people to pursue things not for their use, but for their exchange-value alone.  

  This tendency produced two problems; in one instance it confounded proper intentions, 

and in another instance it reduced things to exchange. The real trouble for Aristotle was that 

chrēmatistikḗ had no bounds, however. It was not limited to need satisfaction. Coin always begot 

more coin. Thus, here the issue with the exchange of retail trade was that it tended to go beyond 

the bounds of moderation. Oikonomikḗ had natural bounds, because it was anchored to the 

household. Chrēmatistikḗ on the other hand, was without limit. Therefore it can be argued that 

luxury was seen as harmful by this same logic, in so far as it was linked to excess it could 

therefore be conceptually tied to retail exchange and to chrēmatistikḗ. Traces of this thinking 

could later be seen in Augustine’s work, as will be outlined below.  

  The essence of Plato’s critique of luxury could be found in book II of The Republic. In 

this part of Plato’s work Socrates constructed an ideal image of a polis, wherein its citizens lived 

in perfect harmony with one another. However, the image of society Socrates painted was 

considered by his interlocutor Glaucon to have been a ‘city for pigs.’ According to Glaucon, 

Socrates’ city was one of mere need satisfaction, it did not contain the comforts necessary for 

civilized life.106 Here we see Aristotle’s later comparison between natural exchange for the sake 

of need fulfillment framed against an unnatural exchange going beyond need pre-empted in 

Plato’s work.  
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  Berry interpreted Plato’s luxurious state in this way, for Plato, “luxury represent[ed] the 

dynamism of human desires. This dynamism takes society beyond the confines of mere need 

satisfaction.”107 Berry’s insight is a good one, although it is not explicitly stated in The Republic. 

Plato maintained that luxury imputed a dynamism into society because it compelled people to 

work towards the production of superfluous things. Luxury thus transformed society from one 

rooted in mere need satisfaction to one rooted in the production of pleasure, comfort, and what 

Hume would later term ‘refinement in the arts.’ However, for Plato, the drawback of the 

luxurious state was that it could not produce strong fighters. As Socrates argued, warfare was an 

art that could not be, “so easily acquired that a man may be a warrior who is also a husbandman, 

or shoemaker.”108 His reasoning was perhaps a slippery slope. The luxurious state was ‘bad’ 

because its insatiability would lead to warfare, but such a society—dominated as it was by 

‘husbandmen’ and ‘shoemakers’—would be martially weak, because it would be lacking in 

trained fighters.  

  For the ancient Greeks, the concept of truphe or ‘effeminacy’ which was tied to the 

concept of malakia meaning ‘softness’ was also related to luxury. As Aristotle wrote in the 

Nicomachean Ethics, “The lover of amusement is also regarded as licentious, but he is really 

soft; for amusement is excessive indulgence in relaxation, being a kind of rest.”109 Thus, Plato’s 

argument makes sense when we consider the connection the Greeks maintained between luxury 

and truphe and malakia. Once again, if the luxurious State overextended itself it would seek 

warfare, but in so far as luxuries proliferated within such a state people would succumb to 

malakia. For the Greeks, the amusement and licentiousness that luxury produced were contrary 
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to a number of their virtues: namely, courage (andreia), prudence (phronesis), and temperance 

(sophrosune). 

  Ultimately, for the ancient Greeks a great deal of immorality was derived from that which 

went beyond the boundaries of mere need satisfaction. This perception of vice would persist into 

the eighteenth century. Luxury could be conflated with vice in this way, in so far as it was, by 

definition, something superfluous. Most importantly, a society of luxury was one where desire 

was not brought into check. Such a society was a dynamic one and was replete with a 

sophisticated division of labour. However, classical thinkers feared the enervating effect of 

refinement on a people’s martial prowess. Luxury in this way could furnish desire and drive 

industry, but it also ran the risk of harming society over time. Later eighteenth-century thinkers, 

Hume in particular, would work out the implications of luxury as a dynamic force and would 

challenge Plato’s assumptions in this way.  

 

Roman moralists perceived in the insatiability of luxuries a pathway towards social unrest in 

much the same way that the Greeks had before them. Greek sensibilities, therefore, persisted into 

the fifth century, to the fall of Rome in the West, by way of Roman appropriation of Greek 

thought. Cicero for instance associated the virtue of frugalitas with the Greek virtue of 

sophrosune, which was above translated as ‘temperance.’110  

  Early-Christian thinkers would incorporate Greco-Roman thinking into their theological 

writings after the fall of Rome. On the transition from the conception of luxury in Roman times 

to the early Christian era circa the sixth century CE, Berry wrote, “in [early] Christian 

writings…the close conceptual link between luxury and corruption that the Roman moralists had 

                                                             
110 Berry, Idea of Luxury, 66. 



Page 46  Adam Smith as a Critic of Commercial Society Santos 

 

drawn was retained. What Christian writers added was the identification of vices as sins.”111 

Luxury would become a sin in Christian thinking and it would be identified with sinful desire 

and through Augustine, with lechery. For Berry, the connection between lechery and luxury in 

Augustine’s writing lay in the assimilability of lust with that of pre-Christian understandings of 

luxury.112 

  For Augustine, sexual desire was proof of people’s fallen natures because sexual arousal 

had a ‘will of its own’, so to speak. In the Christian worldview, the soul ought to have dominion 

over the body, but Augustine argued that sexual desire had dominion over one’s sexual organs. 

As Berry remarked, according to Augustine, “[properly] in accordance with Man’s special status 

in Creation, the soul should rule the body; but the power of lust over the sexual organs 

demonstrates how mankind has fallen.”113 Augustine saw, in the Roman conception of luxuria, a 

‘complex’ of three carnal sins: avarice, ambition, and indulgence of the senses.114 Luxury could 

be tied to this complex because it was rooted in superfluity.  

  Berry argued that in this way, Augustine made a connection between the wilfulness of 

sexual desire and the superfluity of luxury consumption. Augustine contrasted a ‘natural’ moral 

instinct, i.e., the soul’s dominion over the body leading a person towards virtue through rational 

control, against an ‘unnatural’ one. By subordinating the body to the soul through rational 

control, Augustine, like Aristotle before him, had tied morality to moderation. Sexual desire was 

a threat to one’s moral wellbeing because it drove one to engage in activities beyond mere need 

satisfaction. 

  Finally, eighteenth-century Augustinians would tie this conception of morality to the 
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notion of self love. Self love, although tied to envy and pride, and thus to sin, could also be tied 

to a natural/unnatural divide which re-inscribed these sins into ‘less-vicious’ versions of 

themselves. Thus, natural pride, for example, could be tied to amour de soi meme, or something 

to this effect, whereas, unnatural self love could be tied to an excessive variance of pride. In fact, 

as will be seen, this distinction was one which Mandeville maintained in the Fable, particularly 

with respect to the virtues and vices of envy which he considered a ‘branch’ of self love.115 It has 

been argued that Mandeville employed Augustinian motifs in his work, although there is much 

debate surrounding this topic today.116 Ultimately, the concept of luxury was seen as pernicious 

because of its connection to superfluity. Classical European moral systems tied moral worth to 

moderation and to self-denial in this way. Early Christian thinkers would develop this connection 

still further. Augustine in particular would tie luxury to lechery, seeing it as tempting and tying it 

to man’s fallen nature.   

 

‘De-Moralizing’ Luxury in the Eighteenth Century 

 

Mandeville’s Fable launched one of the most influential eighteenth-century salvos against the 

Christian moralization of luxury. The essence of Mandeville’s conception of luxury was perhaps 

best summarized by the alternative title to his Fable, which read ‘Private vices, Publick 

Benefits.’ The gist of the turn in thinking that Mandeville helped precipitate, was succinctly 
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outlined in the poem around which the Fable was built, and which was originally entitled The 

Grumbling Hive. A section of this poem read: 

The Root of Evil, Avarice\ That damn’d ill-natur’d baneful Vice\ Was Slave to 

Prodigality\That noble sin; whilst Luxury\ Employ’d a Million of the Poor\ An odious Pride a 

Million more\ Envy it self, and Vanity\ Were Ministers of Industry\ Their darling Folly, 

Fickleness\ In Diet, Furniture and Dress\ That strange ridic’lous Vice, was made\ The very 

Wheel that turn’d the Trade.117 

 

These lines of prose suggested that Mandeville felt the key virtue of luxury production lay in its 

employing ‘a Million of the Poor.’ It will be seen that by tying luxury to industry Mandeville 

provided an argument in luxury’s favour that saw the gainful employment it produced as a 

beneficial hallmark of modern society. This view would gain much traction in Britain after the 

Fable’s release.  

  Mandeville’s claim in the Grumbling Hive, that the vice of ‘Fickleness’ was the ‘darling 

folly’ of envy and vanity, and that it became the ‘very Wheel that turn’d the Trade’, was telling. 

The prosaic nature of this passage makes the precise meaning of the turn of phrase ‘darling folly’ 

hard to ascertain, but it is clear that Mandeville saw fickleness as tied to envy and vanity in a 

meaningful way. As for envy, in Remark (N.) in the Fable, Mandeville made clear that this vice 

was a ‘branch’ of ‘self love.’118 Vanity for Mandeville was more complex, although it can 

certainly be said that, it too, was tied to self love, in that it was tied to a desire for approbation. 

Taken together, these observations summarize Mandeville’s position on luxury rather concisely. 

Mandeville saw luxuries as ‘good’ because the demand for luxuries furnished the poor with 

work. Yet, he also acknowledged that the demand for luxury was driven by passions tied to self 

love and that luxury therefore had a vicious component. 
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  By highlighting that the demand for luxury was tied to passions rooted in self love, 

Mandeville did not suggest that the pursuit of luxury was not vicious, as Hutcheson would later 

do, rather, he showed that vice could drive progress in spite of its viciousness. On this note he 

continued in the Grumbling Hive:  

Thus Vice nurs’d Ingenuity\ Which join’d with Time and Industry\ Had carry’d Life’s 

Conveniencies\ It’s real Pleasures, Comforts, Ease\ To such a Height, the very Poor\ Liv’d better 

than the Rich before\ And nothing could be added more.119  

 

Luxury production served as an example for Mandeville of vice driven actions leading to social 

benefits. For Mandeville, the social outcomes of individual actions were seldom understood by 

moral thinkers, this was because people lacked a naturalistic understanding of human nature. On 

this he wrote:  

One of the greatest reasons why so few people understand themselves is that most writers are 

always teaching men what they should be, and hardly ever trouble their heads with telling 

them what they really are. As for my part, without any compliment to the courteous reader… I 

believe man… to be a compound of various passions; that all of them, as they are provoked 

and come uppermost, govern him by turns, whether he will or no.120  

 

Because people were ruled by their passions, they were capable of doing good acts out of amoral 

motivations. Applying this same logic to a larger social scale, Mandeville claimed that vicious 

motivations could have positive social outcomes and the opposite could hold true as well. Thus 

for Mandeville, Luxury was not something good in-itself, but it could incentivize people to work 

and that work in turn, if harnessed correctly, could have positive societal outcomes.  

  Historian Mikko Tolonen has recently argued that Mandeville’s moral-philosophical 

system was ‘descriptive’ rather than ‘prescriptive.’121 According to Tolonen, Mandeville did not 
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seek to dictate a new morality but instead he sought to challenge pre-existing moral thinking by 

highlighting the unintended consequences of people’s actions, be them moral or not. 

Mandeville’s moral system was descriptive because it sought to explain how things really were. 

It was not prescriptive, because it was not concerned with how people ought to behave. 

According to Tolonon, like the physician he was, Mandeville ‘anatomized’ society. He dissected 

it and aimed to examine the unintended outcomes of people’s everyday actions, actions that were 

rooted in drives, that were in turn tied to the ‘compound’ of passions that Mandeville believed 

people were comprised of. Mandeville linked society to physiology in this way whilst also 

implying that people had ‘natural’ capacities which allowed them to self-organize.   

 

As Berry noted, Mandeville was writing at a time when a turn in thinking concerning commerce 

and luxury was taking place. This turn, Berry maintained, had been spurred on by debates 

centered around the rivalry between Britain and Holland, which was largely precipitated by 

Holland’s advantageous balance of trade with England, sometime in the seventeenth century.  122 

Mandeville had grown up in Leiden and would have been familiar with these debates. It is also 

likely that he had read the works of the De la Court brothers, and was influenced by their 

particular brand of Dutch Republicanism.123 The De la Courts’ Interest van Holland and Politike 

Discoursen were widely read in Leiden while Mandeville was a resident of the city in the 1680s 

and 1690s.124 These works expounded upon Holland’s interest of state in a way that would have 

pertained to, and made clear, the nation’s foreign rivalries at this time. Ultimately, Mandeville 
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would have been in a unique position with respect to these debates. He would have understood 

the Dutch perspective with respect to their competitive advantage with the British, and would 

have been primed in Dutch republican thinking before settling in London.  

  Across the Channel, William Temple’s 1688 Observations Upon the United Provinces of 

the Netherlands became one of the earliest English entries into these debates to garner 

widespread attention in England. In this work Temple had argued that Dutch frugality, coupled 

with Dutch industriousness, were the primary factors contributing to Holland’s competitiveness 

in this century. The Dutch ‘furnished infinite luxury’ Temple maintained, but they partook in 

very little of it.125 Berry believed Temple’s reasoning was rooted in Aristotelian conceptions of 

the essence of things rooted in their teleology. Temple also assumed that there was a 

commensurability between a nation’s character and the character of its people.126 In this way, the 

competitiveness of a nation as an end was tied to its character, which was understood as its 

essence. As Temple argued, the Dutch people’s “morally commendable abjuration of luxury and 

pleasure coheres with the practical advantages gathered from having a favourable balance of 

trade.”127 In other words, Temple’s reasoning was premised upon fundamentally different 

assumptions about moral actions and their societal outcomes than Mandeville’s later sociological 

morality would be.  

  Berry argued that Nicholas Barbon’s 1690 Discourse of Trade marked an essential 

turning point in the de-moralization of luxury and away from Temple’s view. For Berry, 

Barbon’s thinking in Discourse of Trade was indicative of a new philosophical perspective much 

influenced by Hobbes at this time. This perspective, in particular, challenged Aristotelean 
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categories. Hobbes had argued against Aristotle’s articulation of eudemonia as the summum 

bonum, denying the existence of such an end outright.128 Berry contended that the modern view 

of Hobbes and Barbon rejected the teleological view of Aristotle and thus rejected, as well, in 

this way, “the possibility of a perfect desire-less state and, in consequence, [rejected] further the 

idea that desires can be accordingly limited to some fixed end.”129  

  Challenging these precepts, Berry maintained, was the crucial lynchpin in the de-

moralization of luxury in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. To quote Berry 

once more, as soon as, “the objective/teleological framework is dismissed the consequence is not 

dis-order because the ‘modern psychology’ itself identifies a certain predictability in human 

affairs by virtue of Man’s material nature.”130 Essentially, once commerce was framed as an 

organizing principle, as a means of cohering people to one another through mutual desire, the 

view that uninhibited desire led to the degeneration of society could be challenged in a 

meaningful way. Note that this view of the pitfalls of uninhibited desire were the roots of 

classical assumptions about the immorality of luxury, as this sort of desire was limitless and 

beyond the boundaries of need satisfaction. 

  Ultimately, where eighteenth-century moralists might have sided with Plato concerning 

an outline of the virtuous republic and might have concurred with Temple about the relationship 

between virtue and the balance of trade, Mandeville drew the opposite conclusions. The 

‘traditionally-virtuous’ state for Mandeville, was in actuality, a state wherein people were less 

well-off than the state of unbridled desire, where commerce and man’s ‘material nature’ could 

produce concord. In effect, for Mandeville, Plato’s luxurious state was better than the alternative, 
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and it was better because it was a society where people could pursue their own pleasure whilst 

also avoiding pain.  

  By the middle of the eighteenth century in Scotland, the debates of the Select Society, 

with respect to luxury, would center in large part around questions of the nation’s military. These 

questions, as seen in the introduction to chapter one of this essay, were spurred on by two key 

events in this century. The Seven Years’ War and the Jacobite Uprising of 1746 had forced 

Scottish thinkers to—in a sense—confront Socrates’ critique upon the luxurious state and the 

martial prowess of husbandmen and shoemakers. One key question that was debated in the 

Select Society at this time was whether or not Scotland should maintain a standing army or be 

defended by a citizen militia.131 Those who advocated for a standing army (like Smith) tended to 

argue the Socratic point, that a commercial society or luxurious state was not a state conducive to 

the development of capable fighting men.132  

  One of the primary supporters of a militia at this time was Hume and the advocacy for a 

militia was central to his Essay on Luxury.133 As Maria Pia Paganelli and Reinhard Schumacher 

argued in a recent article on the question of Hume’s defence of commerce, Hume believed, 

contrary to popular eighteenth-century beliefs, that commercial societies were militarily robust. 

According to Paganelli and Schumacher, Hume saw commerce as “strengthening the military 

power of a society for two reasons: first, it increas[ed] the military capacity [of a society], and 

second, it increas[ed] the martial spirit among…soldiers.”134 Hume’s defence of commercial 

society in this way centered around a defence of luxury which was rather sophisticated and 
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which challenged Mandeville’s assumptions on this score.135 

 

Mandeville’s sociological morality was premised on the view that actions had unintended 

consequences, and that these consequences could have either a positive or a negative impact on 

society. Moral behaviour, rooted in individual action, did not guaranty positive social outcomes 

for Mandeville. Rather, this behaviour could have negative unintended consequences as well. 

Mandeville employed this rationale in his controversial Essay on Charity and Charity Schools 

(hereafter Essay on Charity), which he included in a later edition of the Fable. In the Essay on 

Charity Mandeville criticized the charity school system, arguing that the labouring poor should 

be kept in ignorance.  

  Mandeville argued that there was no sense in training a child who was destined to 

become a labourer in fields of knowledge outside their future profession. He felt charity schools 

did more harm than good in so doing, on the grounds that labourers would need to subordinate 

themselves to a master. Mandeville argued that the, “greater Opinion we have of the Wisdom 

and Capacity of those that are either to Teach or Command us, the greater Deference we pay to 

their Laws and Instructions.”136 Thus, according to Mandeville, although good intentions 

undergirded charity schools, the schools themselves, in teaching fields unrelated to the future 

employment of their students, turned out graduates who were less prone to complacency in the 

workforce and more prone to a false sense of superiority over their masters. This false sense of 

superiority was fostered by public education.  

  Thus, despite the good intentions which brought charity schools about and upon which 

they had operated in Mandeville’s day, Mandeville maintained that charity schools had 
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unintended negative social consequences. This was because these schools did not properly 

prepare the poor for a life of labour, and thus the nation would not be able to reap the benefits of 

a more productive and complacent workforce. The acerbic nature of Mandeville’s indictments in 

his Essay on Charity was deliberately barbed.  

  Mandeville’s aim in the Essay on Charity was to polemically circumvent the assumption 

that good intentions could always lead to good outcomes. In so doing, according to Berry, 

Mandeville, “[rendered] inadequate any conception of society that [relied] on individual acts of 

will having a predictably decisive effect [on society as a whole].”137 In the conclusion to this 

essay, Mandeville corrected his tone and made his position on the virtue of charity and charity 

schools clearer. He wrote: 

By bringing [the poor] up in ignorance, I mean no more, as I have hinted long ago, than that 

as to Worldy Affairs their Knowledge should be confin’d within the Verge of their own 

Occupations, at least that we should not take pains to extend it beyond those Limits… This is 

the Nobel and Manly way of encountering the Rivals of our Trade, and by dint of Merit out-

doing them at Foreign Markets.138 

 

Although Mandeville’s conclusion rested upon a mercantilist premise, his position was that the 

focus of education should be on the improvement of society, by training people to be useful and 

obedient. In making this turn Mandeville challenged moral systems rooted in individual actions, 

and argued instead for a morality based on the production of better social outcomes, as was 

explained. A major thrust in his argument was an attack against the moral philosophy of 

Shaftsbury and a rejection of Shaftesbury’s view that people possess an innate moral sense.139 

  Mandeville’s conception of private vice leading to public benefits foreshadowed Smith’s 

later rationale with respect to his conception of the invisible hand. Against the notion that, where 
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charity schools were involved, good intentions could lead to bad social outcomes, Mandeville 

argued that the pursuit of luxury consumption, although rooted in selfish motivations, not at all 

connected to social benefits, could improve society, nevertheless. The context in which Smith 

first mentioned the invisible hand in book IV chapter II of the Wealth of Nations accorded with 

Mandeville’s rationale concerning luxury. Therein Smith wrote: 

As every individual…endeavours as much as he can both to employ his capital in the support 

of domestic industry, and so to direct that industry that its produce may be of the greatest 

value…He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how 

much he is promoting it…he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other 

cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.140 

 

Smith echoed Mandeville in book IV by suggesting that self interested actions, or the actions of 

self interested actors—like merchants, for example—although rooted in a regard for self centered 

gain, could have the unintended consequence of societal benefit. Smith put this rationale into 

economic terms by suggesting that the pursuit of profit could produce the knock-on effect of 

increasing the overall ‘value’ in a society by furnishing productive labour. 

  As Smith maintained, the pursuit of profit led individuals to furnish wage labour by 

investing their surplus capital into productive enterprises. In so doing, investors furnished the 

production of goods which contained value by way of the labour they represented. Smith’s 

objective conception of value echoed Hume’s. In his Essay on Luxury Hume wrote: 

The increase and consumption of all the commodities which serve to the ornament and 

pleasure of life are advantages to society; because, at the same time that they multiply those 

innocent gratifications to individuals, they are a kind of storehouse of labor, which in the 

exigencies of State may be turned to the public service.141  
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Read in this way, Smith’s invisible hand represented a sort of sociological morality whereby the 

pursuit of profit, though rooted in self interest, produced public benefits by furnishing productive 

labour and increasing the number of commodities in a given society in this way. These 

commodities acted as ‘storehouses’ of labour, and therefore represented a sense of value, 

objectively understood, which could be turned to the public service. In this sense, therefore, the 

pursuit of profit led to an increase in ‘value.’   

  There has been much written about the precise nature of the invisible hand and the 

potential role of providence in Smith’s political economy. James E. Alvey and Richard A. Kleer 

have argued about the teleological nature of the invisible hand, and the role of religious 

providence in the Wealth of Nations rather extensively.142 Conversely, Emma Rothschild 

maintained that the invisible hand was not a central concern of Smith’s.143 Rather, Rothschild 

contended that it was just a metaphor and pointed to Smith’s sparse use of the concept in his two 

major works. Indeed the hand was used very sparingly in the Wealth of Nations and is first 

introduced in book V more than halfway through the work.  

  In any event, Smith’s invisible hand, Berry maintained, represented a decisive step in the 

de-moralization of commercial society, and of luxury, in that it equated commodity production 

with value generation, thus giving weight to the assumption that the luxurious state was indeed a 

state where people were better off. Conversely, this view of Smith’s conception of the invisible 

hand does not accord with the views of many free-market economists who see the hand as a 
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mechanism for coordinating individual actions in order to produce optimal outcomes.144 Read in 

the way here described, the hand instead becomes a moral-philosophical conception, a device for 

arguing that societal benefits can emerge through insensible operations, necessitating a view 

towards utility generation, and empirical observation of moral/immoral actions understood as a 

posteriori realities.145 

 

In conclusion, a brief survey of the Edinburgh Weekly Journal from the years 1729-1731 

provides an interesting glimpse into popular assumptions about luxury in Scotland, and to some 

extent Britain, in Smith’s day. As will be seen, popular assumptions about luxury in eighteenth-

century Scotland were in line with the picture of luxury this section and the section preceding it 

have already established. Moral assumptions about luxury’s pernicious effects common during 

the Roman era persisted into the eighteenth century. However, those discourses above-mentioned 

dealing with de-moralizing this concept had evidently begun to shift societal perceptions of the 

costs and benefits of luxury, by the middle of the eighteenth century. All of this is made evident 

through a reading of popular news columns from this time.  

  The December 17th, 1729 issue of the Journal contained a reprinted opinion piece from 

the Universal Spectator, which was an English paper, that echoed classical assumptions about 

luxury’s pernicious effects. The language here was rather telling and spoke to the persistence of 

classical conceptions of luxury well into the eighteenth century. The anonymous author of this 

column was responding to the recent signing of a peace treaty between England and Spain, that 

had concluded the Anglo-Spanish War of 1729. He wrote:  
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Effeminacy and Luxury, when once they have spread thro’ a Country, are sure Presages of 

Misery and Ruin. Cyrus by politickly introducing these Mischiefs, enervated and kept under a 

once warlike People. The Persian Empire was ruined by the like Vices, and Rome, 

unconquerable by Arms, lost the Terror of her Name, and became an easy Prey to the 

barbarous Nations which insulted her, when the Asiatick Luxury had prepared the Way for 

her subversion.146  

 

There are numerous aforementioned tropes reproduced herein. Note the author’s fear of 

effeminacy and luxury, which were seen as ‘enervating’ forces. Note as well the author’s 

reference to the fall of Rome, and the effects of Luxury on the Persians. It is clear, therefore, that 

by the early half of the eighteenth century, despite the controversy of Mandeville’s Fable in this 

decade, classical assumptions about luxury’s harmful effects still abounded in Britain. 

  Another lamentation over the perceived spread of luxury can be found in the Edinburgh 

Weekly Journal in an opinion piece published on January 14th, 1730. This piece, again written 

by an anonymous author, read: 

But there is one Thing, I am sure, above all necessary; and that is the making some good and 

effectual Laws for the restraining of Luxury, which, if not speedily prevented, must infallibly 

ruin this Kingdom. It is now spread among all Degrees of People; it is not only the Man of 

Quality, the Gentleman, and the Merchant, that is infected, but from the Example of their 

Superiors, Luxury is now got even behind Counters, among Shopkeepers and their 

Apprentices.147  

 

Here the class-based anxieties of the author were on full display. Luxury, they lamented, had 

‘spread among all Degrees of People.’ This author’s fears echoed classical concerns about 

luxury, particularly views related to the need for sumptuary laws as a means of ensuring that 

people dressed within their station. This column, as well, arguably portrayed another angle with 

respect to economic arguments concerning luxury. In one sense luxury could furnish production, 
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but on the other hand it might compel people to spend their money unwisely.  

  Finally, by 1730 the early signs of luxury’s de-moralization can be found in the Scottish 

press. In a ‘panegyric upon the times’, which was very reminiscent of Mandeville, one 

contributor to the March 18th, 1730 issue of the Edinburgh Weekly Journal wrote: 

’Tis the Drunkard and the Beau that raises your Duties, establishes your Funds, maintains 

your Credit, and makes the Money flow into the Exchequer; it is the Extravagance of Dress, 

and the Improvement of the Virtue of Vanity, that employs the Poor, furnishes your shops, 

increases Trade, consumes your Manufacture, and maintains your people; and whenever these 

necessary Excesses are fully stopped, the Nation would be ruined.148  

 

The author, ‘P. Chagrin’ (this was likely a pseudonym) ended his panegyric on a note 

foreshadowing ideas Hume would later develop in his Essay on Luxury, and in a manner, it 

should be added, that makes one wonder if Chagrin was not indeed Mandeville: 

Hail, Virtuous Pride! Regular Vanity! and Necessary Luxury! How are we obliged to your 

Excellencies for Commerce, for the Improvement of Arts, for the Encouragement of Industry, 

for the preserving the Poor from Want, and supplying the Rich with their Wealth! In publick 

or in private we cannot subsist without you; at home or abroad you are our Supporters, nay, I 

had almost said, our only Supporters.149  

 

Mandeville’s Fable left an indelible mark on the Enlightenment, and his attack on conventional 

morality and his defense of luxury championed two important philosophical claims. First, 

Mandeville’s interrogation of moral/amoral action revealed that traditionally vicious passions, 

like envy, for instance, were rooted in a sense of self love that could be both harmful and 

beneficial. Secondly, he showed that the pursuit of selfish ends could produce social benefits. In 

effect, Mandeville had shown that society had indeed become commercial and that this was a 

good thing. 
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Chapter Three 

Smith and Rousseau ‘Critics of Commercial Society’ 

 

The aim of this section is to elucidate two fundamental critiques of commercial society shared by 

Smith and Rousseau and to interrogate the Smith-Rousseau connection more closely. The 

following two sections of this chapter outline these two critiques, which can be understood as a 

critique of the division of labour found within commercial society, and a critique of this social 

form on the grounds of people’s misapprehension of the true qualities of things. The section 

entitled Pushing Back Against the Smith-Rousseau Connection challenges the view that 

Rousseau had a significant impact on Smith’s thinking, and explores this connection through a 

reading of Smith’s Letter and an examination of Smith’s perceptions of Rousseau during and 

after his famous quarrel with Hume.  

  Despite the potential influence of Rousseau on Smith’s thinking, Smith was a portrait of 

the sort of university educated intellectual Rousseau often criticized in his writing. Smith, who 

began his university career at the age of fourteen, would fourteen years later, become the Chair 

of Moral Philosophy at the University of Glasgow. Unlike Rousseau’s Emile, whose first teacher 

would not be books—they could only teach him to ‘use the reason of others’, Rousseau 

maintained150—Smith would not be schooled in the academy of nature. Instead, Smith had had a 

distinctively bookish childhood. Smith’s childhood was a childhood very much unlike 

Rousseau’s.  

  Rousseau was born in Geneva. His mother died shortly after he was born and his father, 
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Isaac Rousseau, left Jean-Jacques in the care of his extended family whilst he was still a young 

child. Isaac had challenged a local nobleman to a duel, an act that he would stand trial for. 

Instead of facing the gallows, however, Isaac decided it was best he fled the city.151 Rousseau 

would become the ward of his relatives thereafter, and they would move to France. He would 

live out his childhood in the village of Bossey, returning around the age of sixteen to Geneva 

where he would become an engraver’s apprentice.  

  One Sunday, however, as Rousseau walked among the hills outside of the city, he lost 

track of the time.152 As Rousseau alleged in his Confessions, he was suddenly stirred to 

awareness by the sounds of the city drums signalling the end of the day and the drawing of the 

portcullis. Rousseau hurried back amidst the din of the drums, but when he arrived at the city 

gate it was too late, the drawbridge had risen into place and Geneva was closed for the night. 

Staring at the then-closed gate, as he lay along the bank of the city’s moat, Rousseau decided to 

turn his back on his apprenticeship and the city of his youth altogether and he set off then-and-

there for Spain.153 Rousseau’s romantic and impulsive temperament was markedly different from 

Smith’s taciturn nature.  

  After leaving Geneva, Rousseau began what he termed his ‘decade of exile.’ He would 

make his way to Savoy, where he would convert to Catholicism in 1728. His faith in the religion 

would not last, however. In Savoy Rousseau was taken in by Louise de Warens, who he would 

live with in Annecy for ten years. Unlike Smith, who had spent his childhood engaged in formal 

education, Rousseau was brought up in the school of life, so to speak. Few thinkers have had 

such dissimilar upbringings as Smith and Rousseau have had. Whether or not Smith had been 
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deeply impacted by Rousseau’s work he would have indefinitely been familiar with Rousseau, 

his writing, his popularity, and his controversy as well. 

  The next section of this chapter closely follows Rasmussen’s work, in particular his book 

The Problems and the Promise of Commercial Society, which outlined the connection between 

Smith and Rousseau’s thinking with respect to this social form. Whether or not Rousseau had 

had a profound impact on Smith’s thinking, Smith had encountered Rousseau’s writing as early 

as 1756—this much is certain. This is evidenced by Smith’s translation of pertinent segments of 

Rousseau’s Second Discourse in his Letter, as was explained above.  

  Rousseau’s Second Discourse was a follow up essay, in many respects, to his Discourse 

on the Arts and Sciences, which had been published in 1751. The First Discourse (as it is often 

referred to today) won Rousseau a prize competition that had been issued by the Academy of 

Dijon.154 Rousseau’s First Discourse would earn him international renown; he was thirty-nine at 

the time. His fame was something he later lamented.  

  As the story goes, Rousseau chanced upon the Academy’s prize competition one 

afternoon while on the road to Vincennes. Rousseau was on his way to Vincennes to visit 

Diderot, who had been imprisoned there.155 Rousseau stopped to rest, it was apparently a very 

hot day, and under the shade of a tree he scanned the Mercure de France. That was when he 

noticed the question that the Academy of Dijon had posed therein. The prize for the best answer 

to this enquiry was the publication of the winning essay in the Mercure. The question was: “has 

the restoration of the sciences and arts tended to purify morals?” As Rousseau wrote, “the 

moment I read these words I saw another universe and I became another man.”156 This question 
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had obviously resonated quite deeply with the Genevan thinker, as allegedly he continued 

towards Vincennes prison in a sort of daze. Suffice it to say, what happened next would have a 

deep impact on European intellectual history thereafter.  

  Rousseau’s unconventional upbringing made him into an unconventional thinker. His 

appreciation for the natural world provided him with an interesting—some have called it— ‘pre-

romantic’ worldview, which served as a powerful lens through which to apprehend the 

Enlightenment project unfolding around him. Rousseau’s preoccupation with the natural, was 

certainly central to his criticisms of the modern commercial world of Europe in his century. He 

saw in commercial society, not an obvious improvement upon previous stages of life, but an 

inversion of the natural world and that which he found sacrosanct. This reasoning played out in 

his critique, both of the division of labour in these social systems, and of the subjectivities that 

this social form helped to produce. 

  In Emile Rousseau railed against what he called the ‘stupid professions’ of modern 

society, which he felt had rendered people into ‘automatons.’157 He critiqued upon the politeness 

and the refinement of luxury endemic within commercial societies, arguing that they replaced 

virtue with weakness, and distorted people’s apprehension of the proper qualities of objects—

much as Smith would later do in the Moral Sentiments.158 In Emile Rousseau wrote that in 

commercial society there is but the “semblance of all the virtues without the possession of 

any.”159 

  As will be seen in this chapter, Rousseau’s views were echoed by Smith. The Smith-

Rousseau connection is an interesting one because it confounds our reading of Smith today. In 
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many respects, as was alluded to earlier, Smith is viewed today as a cynical proponent of self 

interest, yet his views, like his conception of the invisible hand, were certainly more optimistic 

than thinkers like Mandeville, and perhaps less liberal than Hume’s. By the middle of the 

eighteenth century Rousseau would become a household name within Europe’s so-called 

Republic of Letters. Smith would encounter Rousseau’s writing sometime in his thirties, and 

before the publication of his two major works. As this chapter attempts to deduce, Smith’s early 

encounter with Rousseau arguably left an indelible mark on the Scottish thinker. In what follows, 

it will be seen that Smith advanced two critiques of commercial society that were similar in form 

to Rousseau’s attack on the same social system.  

 

The Division of Labourers 

 

One much-remarked upon Smithian critique of commercial society was Smith’s attack on the 

deleterious effects and the overall monotony of the division of labour. Smith laid this critique out 

most powerfully in book V of the Wealth of Nations. Therein, Smith discussed the enervating 

effects, and monotonous nature, of the division of labour which produced in the minds of 

labourers a ‘torpor’ that, “render[ed] [them], not only incapable of relishing or bearing a part in 

any rational conversation, but of conceiving of any generous, noble, or tender sentiment.”160 

Smith’s indictment of the division of labour—which was a central concept in his theory of 

political economy no less—had been observed by Karl Marx, in fact. Although Marx was critical 

of Smith on several occasions, seeing Smith effectively as one of Capitalism’s earliest defenders, 
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Marx noted in Capital nevertheless, and much to his satisfaction, that Smith had acknowledged 

the ‘alienation’ that industrial divisions of labour had produced.161 Moreover, it should be stated 

that Smith would not have seen the division of labour, as such, as chiefly the product of 

commercial societies, arguing that it could exist in some rudimentary form in less ‘refined’ 

historical stages. 

  As was repeatedly shown above, Smith’s Letter contained a translation of Rousseau’s 

Second Discourse. What has not been closely scrutinized, however, was the specific contents of 

the passage from the Second Discourse that Smith chose to translate. Rasmussen in his work 

argued that Smith payed close attention to the aspects of Rousseau’s Second Discourse that were 

the most salient in terms of their provocative critique of eighteenth-century society. One such 

critique was a critique of the division of labour. Smith had highlighted in the Letter Rousseau’s 

rationale with respect to the emergence of this division and its harmful effects.162 In the Letter 

Smith rendered a section from Rousseau’s work from French into English that read: 

While men…applied themselves to such works as a single person could execute, and to such 

arts as required not the concurrence of several hands; they lived free, healthful, humane and 

happy, as far as their nature would permit them, and continued to enjoy amongst themselves 

the sweets of an independent society. But from the instant in which one man had occasion for 

the assistance of another, from the moment that he perceived that it could be advantageous to 

a single person to have provisions for two, equality disappeared, property was introduced, 

labour became necessary, and the vast forests of nature were changed into agreeable plains.163  

 

It is clear from a reading of this particular passage that Rousseau’s critique of the division of 

labour was a critique of this concept as it existed in its earliest form. That Smith would have 

translated this section of the Second Discourse into his Letter is interesting. It suggests Smith 
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found this passage compelling enough to reproduce in his own work—and in a work that was 

particularly focussed on urging the periodical it was printed in to broaden its source base to 

include continental philosophical-tracts. It is possible to presume, from a reading of Smith’s 

Moral Sentiments, that the Scottish thinker was thinking along the same lines as Rousseau by the 

middle of the eighteenth century with respect to how to overcome Mandeville’s cynical appraisal 

of human nature. His reproduction of this passage from the Second Discourse might indicate his 

affinity with Rousseau, in this way.  

  Smith’s critique of the division of labour was, according to Rasmussen, his ‘harshest 

denunciation of commercial society.’164 The essential core of Smith’s argument rested upon the 

assumption that the monotony of industrial labour and the intense specialization that it required, 

produced a sort of ignorance in the minds of labourers, that had broader societal implications. 

Rasmussen noted the contradictory nature that this view of the division of labour produced in 

light of Smith’s defence of productive-labour in book I of the Wealth of Nations.  

  Interestingly, as Rasmussen argued, Smith’s remedy in this respect lay in state-

intervention, in state-funded education.165 Smith’s advocacy for state intervention in education 

ran counter to Mandeville’s earlier claims about the pitfalls of charity schools. Where 

Mandeville had argued that public education led to a disobedient labour force, Smith made the 

opposite claim. Smith argued instead that, although the state appeared not to gain from public 

education, this was not so. This education, Smith maintained, allowed a nation’s citizenry to 

make better judgments and to avoid the follies of factionalism and superstition. Education could 
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also lead to a more robust democratic culture, Smith argued. In book V of the Wealth of Nations 

Smith wrote: 

[In] free countries, where the safety of the government depends very much upon the 

favourable judgment which the people may form of its conduct, it must surely be of the 

highest importance that they should not be disposed to judge rashly or capriciously 

concerning it.166 

 

  Rasmussen argued that Smith saw a correlation between a better educated and therefore 

more civically-minded citizenry, and a happier more effective workforce. Rasmussen noted, as 

well, that Marx had cynically remarked upon Smith’s remedy in Capital and had argued that, 

“Smith recommends education of the people by the State, but prudently, and in homeopathic 

doses.”167 If we consider that Marx understood the state-apparatus to be an instrument of the 

capitalist class, then Smith’s remedy would have appeared to Marx as a means of obfuscating the 

development of a robust class-consciousness.  

  Rasmussen was right to push back against this conception, however, as it is clear Smith—

influenced as he was by the Civic Republicanism of Rousseau—saw a correlation between 

education and the development of democracy. Moreover, Smith saw military training as a 

corrective to the harmful effects of the division of labour, and this too would have to be funded 

in some respects by the state. 

  Nevertheless, Smith ultimately remained optimistic about the virtues of commercial 

society, believing that remedies for its more salient ills could be found in the development of 

robust civic institutions and in education—in effect, in the cultivation of better judgment. As will 

be seen in the following section, this cultivation of better judgment was for Smith essential, as 

the inability to develop good judgement, Smith believed, was the root of most of the unhappiness 
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that predominated within commercial societies.  

 

The Empire of Opinion 

 

Central to Smith’s moral philosophy was a division associated with self love not unlike the one 

Rousseau had developed in the Second Discourse. However, where Rousseau divided self love 

into amour-propre and amour de soi meme, seeing amour-propre as a source of unhappiness, 

Smith on the other hand focussed on rehabilitating amour-propre. He centered the desire for 

approbation within his moral philosophy.  

  Smith divided the desire for approbation into a love of praise and of praiseworthiness.168 

In the Moral Sentiments Smith wrote, “the love of praise is the desire of obtaining the favourable 

sentiments of our brethren. The love of praise-worthiness is the desire of rendering ourselves the 

proper objects of those sentiments.”169 It is important to note that the love of praiseworthiness 

was unlike any of Rousseau’s conceptions of self love, in that, it was not tied to a desire for self-

preservation, nor was it necessarily rooted in a need for approbation. Rather, the love of 

praiseworthiness was a conception of self love tied to engendering a character that was 

estimable. 

  Similarly to Rousseau, Smith also believed that pity was a central human instinct. As 

alluded to above, both Smith and Rousseau believed that Mandeville had overlooked the 

importance of pity in his Fable. On pity and Mandeville’s moral system, Rousseau wrote: 

Mandeville has a clear awareness that, with all their mores, men would never have been 

anything but monsters, if nature has not given them pity to aid their reason… [it is] quite 
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certain that pity is a natural sentiment, which, by moderating in each individual the activity of 

the love of oneself, contributes to the mutual preservation of the entire species… Pity is what 

carries us without reflection to the aid of those we see suffering.170   

 

Both Smith and Rousseau would have understood that to be pitied was ‘pathetic’ and to have pity 

was therefore to be ‘sympathetic.’ This relationship had been elucidated by Augustine in his 

Confessions and related to Augustine’s ruminations on the theater.171  

  As Augustine worked out, pity had an association with suffering; to be worthy of pity 

meant you were in a state of suffering. When people watched a tragic play, moreover, they felt 

sympathy with the suffering of its actors. This was somewhat paradoxical for Augustine because 

pity could evoke sympathy, which was an ennobling sentiment. This relationship between 

suffering and sympathy meant that people viewed suffering as an ‘object of love’ in so far as 

when they viewed another suffer they felt sorry for them, yet if they were themselves to suffer 

they would surely feel that suffering was a form of evil.172 

  Rousseau, in much the same way as Augustine, noted in his Second Discourse that pity 

could be a vehicle for good and claimed that it was the basis for all social virtues. Although it is 

worth pointing out that in his own Confessions Rousseau would turn Augustine’s notion of 

original sin on its head, arguing that man was not by nature sinful, but rather, that it was society 

which directed man towards sin.173 For Rousseau sympathy was our primary moral instinct 

because sentiments, more so than reason, compelled people to act morally. Rousseau wrote: 

[One] is not obliged to make a man a philosopher before making him a man. His duties 

toward others are not uniquely dictated to him by the belated lessons of wisdom; and as long 

as he does not resist the inner impulse of compassion, he will never harm another man or even 

another sentient being, except in the legitimate instance where, if his preservation were 

involved, he is obliged to give preference to himself…It seems in effect, that if I am obliged 
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not to do harm to my fellow man, it is less because he is a rational being than because he is a 

sentient being.174 

 

Rousseau’s sentimentalism was shared by Smith, and offered a refutation of the assumption that 

reason was the faculty tied the closest to morality, as it was presumed to be the faculty people 

used to apprehend an object’s moral worth. Morality for a time was seen as understood 

rationally, but Rousseau contended that this was not so. For Rousseau, morality was understood 

instinctively, through the sentiment of pity.  

  Smith had developed the concept of sympathy in his Moral Sentiments a bit further than 

Augustine had in his Confessions. Smith re-articulated sympathy as, what he termed, ‘fellow-

feeling’, which could be understood as a ‘sensible complacency.’175 Similarly to Hume, Smith 

broadened sympathy beyond pity to include a shared sense of joviality. For both thinkers, people 

did not simply have fellow-feeling for those who were in a state of suffering, but for those who 

were in a state of happiness as well. However, both thinkers maintained that people were moved 

more so by suffering than by happiness. Smith arguably lifted his concept of fellow-feeling 

straight from Hume’s Treatise. As Hume wrote in the Treatise, “A cheerful countenance infuses 

a sensible complacency and serenity into my mind; as an angry or sorrowful one throws a sudden 

damp on me.”176 Sympathy was the central moral faculty, therefore, in not only Rousseau’s but 

Hume and Smith’s moral systems as well.    

  Yet, Hume and Smith varied in terms of their views concerning how people were affected 

by sympathetic engagements. Where Hume saw sympathy as a sort of ‘emotional contagion’ as 

Rasmussen had described it, Smith saw it as a form of  ‘projection.’177 Hume maintained that 
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when people came into contact with others who were expressing some sort of emotional state  

they apprehended the nature of that state directly. Smith on the other hand argued that people are 

not directly affected by the emotional states of others. For Smith, when people sympathized with 

others they projected their imaginations onto that other’s situation.178 As he wrote in the Moral 

Sentiments, “By the imagination we place ourselves in [the sufferer’s] situation, we conceive 

ourselves enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become in come 

measure the same person.”179 

  Smith laid out the connection between fellow-feeling and imagination in part III of the 

Moral Sentiments.180 The primary thrust of Smith’s moral system lay in attempting to develop a 

means of apprehending the feelings of others correctly, knowing full well that our imaginations 

were often partial. Essential in this process was Smith’s conception of the ‘impartial 

spectator.’181 This was an internal judge that, according to Smith, resided within our hearts, and 

which reflected upon our actions in the third-person, as impartially as possible. In the third part, 

of the sixth edition of the Moral Sentiments, Smith introduced this concept by way of a division 

between ‘the man without’, and the ‘man within.’182 This ‘man within’ was Smith’s impartial 

spectator, a sort of modified conscience which, when properly cultivated, allowed us to 

sympathize correctly. The mechanism of the ‘man within’ was a crucial means whereby a proper 

moral character was developed in Smith’s work. Elsewhere, Smith described moral character as 

an ‘internal object’ that was constituted by what he termed, one’s ‘admixture of passions’, as 

                                                             
178 Rasmussen, The Infidel and the Professor, 90-92; see also: Smith, Moral Sentiments, 12. 
179 Smith, Moral Sentiments, 12. 
180 Ibid., 132-142. 
181 Deirdre McCloskey, “Adam Smith, the Last of the Former Virtue Ethicists.” History of Political Economy 40, 

No. 1 (Duke University Press, 2008), 52. 
182 Smith, Moral Sentiments, 150. Smith writes: “The jurisdiction of the man without, is founded altogether in the 

desire of actual praise, and in the aversion to actual blame. The jurisdiction of the man within, is founded altogether 

in the desire for praise-worthiness, and in the aversion to blame-worthiness…” 



Page 73  Adam Smith as a Critic of Commercial Society Santos 

 

well as what he termed a person’s ‘turn of mind.’183 The aim of Smith’s moral system, therefore, 

was to bring one’s passions to moderation through reflection upon social interactions, and to 

allow people to see more clearly the consequences of their sentiments.  

  Although one did not need to make a man a philosopher before making him a man, 

according to Smith, and this was because of his tendency to sympathise, one certainly needed to 

teach a man to sympathise correctly. For Smith sympathetic maturity was essential, as the pitfalls 

of uncultivated sentiments led to great suffering. On this he wrote: 

The great source of both the misery and disorders of human life, seems to arise from over-

rating the difference between one permanent situation and another…What the favourite of the 

king of Epirus said to his master, may be applied to men in all the ordinary stations of human 

life. When the King had recounted to him, in their proper order, all the conquests which he 

proposed to make, and had come to the last of them; And what does your Majesty propose to 

do then? Said the Favourite.—I propose then, said the King, to enjoy myself with my friends, 

and endeavour to be good company over a bottle.—And what hinders your Majesty from 

doing so now? Replied the Favourite.184  

 

Luxuries were thus seen as harmful by Smith because they promoted avarice and vanity, which 

in their own way caused people to overrate the value of wealth. Smith argued as well that for 

many common labourers, wealth contained the contrived appearance of utility, i.e., it was seen as 

producing happiness when it did not guaranty happiness for those with means. 

  Overrating the value of things was harmful not only to the individual, in Smith’s 

estimation, but to society as well. He argued that the, “person under the influence of any of those 

extravagant passions [avarice being one] is not only miserable…but is often disposed to disturb 

the peace of society, in order to arrive at that which he so foolishly admires.”185 Smith’s allusion 

to Pyrus the Molossian king of Epirus is apt when we consider that his ambitious invasion of 
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Italy had been a disaster, giving rise to the term ‘Pyrrhic victory.’ 

  Thus, in the same way that Rousseau feared luxury could inflame amour-propre, Smith 

feared that it could lead people towards avarice, or vanity. This overrating in turn might compel 

people to misapprehend the real value of things. Where praise and praiseworthiness were 

concerned, vanity might compel an individual to confuse the value of being praised with that of 

being worthy of praise. In order to avoid this reality Smith argued that one needed to obey their 

impartial spectator when it came to matters of their self-propriety. One should tend toward 

moderation, but they should not in turn shun industry. This was a tightrope that people had to 

walk. Smith was neither Epicurean nor was he Stoic in this respect, rather he understood that 

desire had dynamism, but nevertheless had to be checked.  

  The cultivation of this sort of moral-sentimental judgment could have also foreseeably 

played a role in allowing labourers to understand the virtues of labour, and of saving their 

money. It might, in perhaps a more radical sense, have allowed them to realize that certain forms 

of labour were not worth the risk or the pay. Colliers were certainly in a dangerous and often 

underpaid profession, yet their labour was nevertheless necessary.   

  On the other hand, Smith’s concerns echoed eighteenth-century anxieties about the rise of 

Europe’s middling sort, whose access to means allowed them to blend in with the aristocracy. 

Smith’s call for moderation, for ‘accommodating’ oneself to their ‘permanent situation’ can be 

read as a call for people to stay in their lane, so to speak. Perhaps what Smith saw as most 

pernicious about the new culture of luxury consumption, in his day, was the tendency it produced 

among the middling ranks for putting on airs. Perhaps as well, he saw the tendency of the 

nouveau riche to consume above their station, as a facile attempt at procuring a status they could 

never rightfully attain.  
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  A compassionate reading of Smith’s critique would consider to what extent this new sort 

of consumption was indeed facile, and to what extent it led to unhappiness. Finally, as was seen 

early, the cultivation of proper judgment was also a remedy to the deleterious effects of 

monotonous labour. Smith might not have been prescriptive in this regard, arguing not that 

people ought to come to terms with their station in life for particular moralistic reasons. Rather, 

Smith can be read as arguing that, in commercial society, people tended to misapprehend the 

qualities of things and this was a source of anxiety. 

  Similarly Rousseau logged just this very indictment against modern society in Emile, as 

was seen above. As Rasmussen noted, Rousseau argued that in commercial society people, 

“often take their pettiness and lack of vigor to be virtues like refinement and urbanity…but in 

reality they have only ‘the semblance of all the virtues without the possession of any.’”186 No 

matter one’s station or situation in life, as Smith had maintained, commercial society had 

emerged out of a ‘retrograde order’ in Europe. It was a society where value had been, in many 

respects, and in many spheres of living, completely inverted. Proper judgment was not only 

essential in order for a proper moral sense to be cultivated and in order for people to be happy in 

modern society, but because modern society was a society filled with self-deception. Smith’s 

solutions ultimately stemmed from an awareness of this reality.  

 

Pushing Back Against the Smith-Rousseau Connection 
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One recent approach to challenging the view that Smith had been deeply impacted by Rousseau’s 

writing has been to analyze Smith’s friendship with Hume and the influence Hume might have 

had on Smith’s thinking. Another approach has been to interrogate Smith’s Letter and his 

references to Rousseau therein. This section will primarily interrogate the Smith-Rousseau 

connection by way of an examination of the Letter and will conclude with a brief reflection on 

Hume’s influence on Smith.  

  As Rasmussen pointed out, Smith rarely mentioned his intellectual influences in his two 

major works the Moral Sentiments and Wealth of Nations respectively, a point borne out by a 

reading of each. Yet Smith did, on a handful of occasions, mention Hume in these works 

nonetheless.187 Commentators have argued that Smith’s two major works were deeply impacted 

by Hume’s thought, in fact. These commentators have also noted, however, that Hume and Smith 

shared points of disagreement.188 

  Against the Smith-Rousseau connection, Paul Sagar has recently argued that by the year 

1756, the year Smith submitted his letter to the Edinburgh Review, a sophisticated moral-

philosophical tradition had already been developed in Britain which had grappled with many of 

the subject matters Rousseau broached in his published works, at this time.189 Sagar highlighted 

the influence of the ‘moral sense’ school of ethics in this respect. This school was typified by the 

works of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson and was critical of the Hobbesian anthropological 

paradigm.190 Sagar also noted the works of Hobbes and Mandeville who were acknowledged by 

Smith in his Letter as having contributed to advancing the ‘English’ moral philosophy by the 
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1750s. For Sagar, it was impossible to say whether or not Smith was impacted by Rousseau’s 

work in any meaningful way. He contended instead that, in light of Smith’s awareness of the 

English tradition, Smith would have viewed Rousseau’s work as rudimentary. Sagar wrote: 

“when encountering Rousseau in the mid-1750s [Smith] would have registered the Genevan as a 

highly able, but very behind-the-curve, thinker.”191 

  In his essay, Sagar directly challenged the assumptions Hont developed about Rousseau’s 

impact on Smith in his work Politics in Commercial society wherein Hont was concerned with 

uncovering why, despite sharing similar ‘moral foundations’, Smith and Rousseau diverged 

politically. Hont acknowledged that Smith did not wholly share Rousseau’s civic republican 

leanings. Sagar also directly questioned Rasmussen’s claim that Rousseau’s concept of pity left a 

‘direct mark’ on Smith’s thought.192 He was also unconvinced by Force’s remark that Smith was 

an ‘admirer’ of Rousseau.193 For Sagar, comparative analyses of Smith and Rousseau’s works 

were worthwhile, but he did not see the value in presuming that Rousseau had a direct impact on 

Smith’s thinking. Certainly, Sagar was right to suggest that based on a reading of the Letter 

alone, it was hard to prove Rousseau had left a mark on Smith.  

   Where Hont believed Smith had gleaned his understanding of natural sociability from 

Rousseau, Sagar argued contra Hont that Smith had been taught these moral foundations by 

Hutcheson. Sagar highlighted Hutcheson’s inaugural lecture at the University of Glasgow in 

which he discussed the concept of natural sociability, in order to show that Hutcheson had 

developed this idea before Rousseau had and could have been the source of Smith’s views on 

this topic. In making this claim, Sagar challenged the legitimacy of Hont’s concerns about the 
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divergence in Smith and Rousseau’s political thinking, despite their shared moral foundations. If 

Smith and Rousseau could have arrived at their moral foundations separately from one another, 

then there was no point in suggesting that Smith had been informed by Rousseau in a significant 

way. In this sense, Sagar’s contention that Rousseau would have seemed an ‘able’ yet ‘behind-

the-curve’ thinker, to Smith, had a ring of truth to it. Hont’s view of Rousseau was perhaps too 

presentist and according to Sagar, Hont had overestimated Rousseau’s significance in his own 

day.  

  There are some aspects of Smith’s biography which confound Sagar’s claim with respect 

to the influence of Hutcheson on Smith’s thinking, however. For example, Smith first studied 

under Hutcheson at the University of Glasgow in 1737. Smith was only fourteen years of age at 

this time. Smith also claimed that the subjects he liked most while attending the university 

between 1737-1740 were natural philosophy and mathematics.194 These courses were taught by 

Robert Dick and Robert Simson, not Hutcheson.195 Finally, Hutcheson died in 1746. This was 

the year Smith left Oxford. If Hutcheson had left an impression on Smith it would have been 

while he was rather young, though Smith might have studied Hutcheson’s work later on in his 

life and after Hutcheson’s death. 

  Smith scholars have noted that Smith engaged in self-directed learning in his teenage 

years, while a student at Oxford from 1740-1746. It is possible that Smith cultivated an interest 

in moral philosophy as a result of these studies. Historians have also noted that Smith likely read 

Hume for the first time while he was engaging in these autodidactic pursuits. On Smith reading 

Hume, Rasmussen recounted an interesting anecdote in his work. As Rasmussen noted, Smith 

had become a shut-in while at Oxford and this eventually aroused the suspicion of the Balliol 
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dons. One afternoon the dons entered Smith’s dormitory unannounced where they found the 

young scholar engaged in reading Hume’s Treatise.196 Hume’s book was considered heretical at 

the time and Smith was punished thereafter for his act of impiety.197 It is entirely possible that 

Smith would have read Hutcheson at this time as well.  

  Nevertheless, it is difficult to tell if Hutcheson had more of an influence on Smith’s 

thought than Rousseau had and vice versa. There is no conclusive evidence in the Letter to 

support either claim. Although Hont did note that traces of Rousseau were evident in Smith’s 

natural history of sympathy, which he later outlined in the Moral Sentiments, as Sagar’s recent 

essay indicates, there is still much debate about the Smith-Rousseau connection today. Whatever 

the case may have been, Hutcheson and other British thinkers certainly had advanced moral-

philosophical thinking by the middle of the eighteenth century in a significant way. This was 

something Smith was aware of, as is indicated by a reading of his Letter. Therein Smith wrote 

that:    

The original and inventive genius of the English has not only discovered itself in natural 

philosophy but in morals… I know nothing in French that aims at being original upon these 

subjects… But Mr. Hobbes, Mr. Lock [sic], and Dr. Mandevil [sic], Lord Shaftsbury, Dr. 

Butler, Dr. Clarke, and Mr. Hutcheson, have all of them… endeavoured at least to be, in some 

measure, original.198   

 

It is worth examining Smith’s language in this passage more closely. In one sense, Smith’s 

reference to the ‘inventive genius’ of English thinkers showed that he was self-consciously 

aware of an advanced British moral philosophy by the 1750s, as Sagar suggested. On the other 

hand, it is worth pointing out Smith indicated in the Letter that French moral-philosophical 

thinking, by the middle of the eighteenth century, was ‘unoriginal.’ The significance of this point 
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will be taken up in greater detail below.  

  As the following passage from the Letter indicated, Smith also believed that Rousseau’s 

Second Discourse contained traces of this English moral-philosophical tradition. Note as well 

that earlier it was seen that Smith in his Letter believed Rousseau had, by way of what he termed 

a ‘philosophical chemistry’ refined Mandeville’s licentious system in the Second Discourse. On 

these traces Smith wrote: 

This branch of the English philosophy [morals], which seems now to be intirely [sic] 

neglected by the English themselves, has of late been transported into France. I observe some 

traces of it, not only in the Encyclopedia, but… above all, in the late Discourse upon the 

origin and foundation of the inequality amongst mankind [Second Discourse] by Mr. 

Rousseau of Geneva.199  

 

Commentators are of two minds about Smith’s reference to Rousseau in his Letter. Some 

commentators, like Rasmussen in fact, have read Smith’s endorsement of Rousseau’s work as an 

ambivalent one. Others have seen Smith’s mentioning of Rousseau as laudatory and highly 

significant.  

  Smith penned the Letter in order to convince the Edinburgh Review to broaden its source-

base to include works from continental Europe. It is entirely possible, therefore, that Smith 

viewed the intellectual work coming out of France at this time as significant enough that it ought 

to be included in the Review. Smith’s Letter has traditionally been read as a warning to the 

Review that if it did not broaden its source-base, in order to remain relevant to a wider 

Enlightenment audience, it would eventually go under so to speak. As Phillipson noted, Smith 

was calling for a more, “cosmopolitan and less parochial approach to reviewing from the 

Scottish press and for more attention to be paid to the moral philosophy of England and 
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France.”200 Smith’s call was certainly an astute one, as the Review would not expand its source-

base, and would only remain in print for two years. 

  In another sense, the Letter appears to have engendered a different sort of warning 

altogether. The Letter expressed anxiety, on Smith’s part, about the potential consequences of the 

Encyclopédie on how the British philosophical tradition might come to be remembered. Smith 

highlighted in his Letter that British moral philosophy was in decline by the middle of the 

century, while French moral philosophy was on the ascendency. However, it is clear that Smith 

thought the French were standing on the shoulders of giants, so to speak. These giants were 

English. On this note, Smith’s reference to the progress of the Encyclopédie at that time is rather 

telling. He wrote: 

The two principal authors of [the Encyclopédie] Mr. Diderot and Mr. Alembert, express every 

where the greatest passion for the science and learning of England, and insert into their work 

not only the discoveries and observations of those renowned philosophers I just now 

mentioned, but of many inferior English writers, whose names are now almost unknown, and 

whose works have been long discarded in their own country. It mortified me, at the same 

time, to consider that posterity and foreign nations are more likely to be made acquainted with 

the English philosophy by the writings of others, than by those of the English themselves.201  

 

This passage and the passages from the Letter mentioned earlier, suggest that Smith was 

attempting to galvanize his British audience. He aimed to show that the English moral 

philosophy of Hutcheson, Shaftesbury, Hobbes, Locke, Mandeville, etc., had permeated France. 

The English moral and natural philosophies had started influencing French thinking (including 

the thinking of Rousseau) and was being recorded in the Encyclopédie. Although this spoke to 

the strength of this thinking, Smith was ‘mortified’ nonetheless by the thought that future 

generations might come to know the English philosophy through reading the ‘French 
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Encyclopedia’, as he called it. His anxiety, therefore, reflected the rivalry between Britain and 

France in this century but also reflected concern about the future of English moral-philosophical 

thinking.  

  By framing the French as ‘unoriginal’ and the English as ‘inventive’ Smith also argued 

that French thinkers were appropriating the English moral philosophy. Read in this way, the 

Letter appears to confirm Sagar’s view that Smith thought Rousseau was a rather rudimentary 

thinker, despite his immense popularity at the time. By showing that traces of the English 

tradition could be found in the Second Discourse—and by relating Rousseau’s natural history to 

that of Mandeville’s, for that matter—Smith might have been trying to downplay the significance 

of Rousseau’s work and might have even been trying to show how the famous Genevan had 

borrowed his ideas from the English. However, it is worth pointing out that Smith later expressed 

cosmopolitan leanings. It is unlikely that he would have been a nationalist or a critic of the 

French in any way. His tone in the Letter might have simply been a contrived attempt at 

appealing to a British audience.  

  A more generous reading of Smith’s views with respect to Rousseau’s work might argue 

that Smith was paying homage to Rousseau in his Letter while at the same time reassuring his 

audience that the English philosophy was alive and well. If this is the correct reading of Smith’s 

Letter then Smith’s claim that in the Second Discourse, Rousseau had refined Mandeville’s 

licentious system, might have been a tendentious one, rather than a claim rooted in a profound 

understanding of Rousseau’s Mandevilleanism. However, commentators have argued quite 

convincingly that Rousseau was indeed impacted by Mandeville’s thought in a profound way.202  

Because the Letter was written three years before the publication of the Moral Sentiments it is 
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entirely possible that Smith had developed many of the ideas in his later work, with Rousseau in 

mind. 

  In conclusion, the question of who had a greater impact on Smith’s thought still remains 

unclear, was it Hume or was it Rousseau? The answer is hard to ascertain. Interestingly, Smith 

did not mention Hume in the Letter. This might have been due to the controversy surrounding 

Hume at this time. Or, the omission of a mentioning of Hume’s contributions to British thinking 

by 1756 was perhaps deliberate and meant to obfuscate Smith’s identity. Phillipson astutely 

notes, however, that in the Letter Smith was ‘virtually reproducing’ a list of philosophers, who 

according to Hume, had made the science of man a philosophical possibility.203 Nevertheless, 

Smith did not mention Hume directly.  

  Scottish readers would have been aware of Smith’s friendship with Hume at this time. It 

is important to reiterate that the Letter was submitted anonymously. Sagar overlooked the fact 

that Smith had chosen to remain anonymous while submitting his Letter, a decision which very 

well might have had a major impact on his tone when crafting this work. In a sense, therefore, 

Sagar did not adequately consider the ‘death of the author’ when interpreting the significance of 

Smith’s mentioning of Rousseau in the Letter.  

  Whatever the influence of Rousseau on Smith might have been, the Scottish thinker was 

undoubtedly impacted by his lifelong friendship with Hume. The impact of Hume on Smith’s 

thinking is not only indicated by Smith’s repeated mentioning of Hume in his two major works, 

but by the correspondences which have survived these two thinkers as well. Any influence 

Rousseau may have had on Smith cannot adequately be gleaned from a reading of the Letter. As 

for Hume, Smith mentioned his works on several occasions in his own writing, a point that is 
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rather telling but not at all surprising when considering the lifelong, lasting friendship that Hume 

and Smith had shared. 

 

Hume’s Quarrel with Rousseau 

 

Having examined Smith’s Letter for textual support indicating Rousseau’s influence on Smith’s 

thinking, it is now worth cross-examining a pertinent historical event pertaining to Rousseau’s 

relationship with Smith’s good friend Hume. This was the quarrel between Hume and Rousseau. 

It will be seen that Smith’s attitude towards Rousseau fluctuated throughout his lifetime. 

Ultimately, however, Smith appeared to be an admirer of Rousseau by the end of his life, as was 

indicated by his later feelings with respect to Rousseau’s essay The Social Contract. In June of 

1762 Rousseau’s The Social Contract and Emile were condemned, by what commentators have 

called, an ‘inquisitorial trifecta.’204 The civil authorities of the city of Paris where Rousseau was 

then a resident; prominent Catholics in this city; and the Calvinist elders of Geneva, all 

condemned Rousseau’s work at once and a warrant for his arrest was then issued on the grounds 

of impiety.205 Rousseau’s books were burned in Paris and he was forced to flee the city. 

Rousseau would find refuge in the Swiss village of Môtier-Travers where he would remain in 

hiding with his mistress Thérèse Le Vasseur.  

  The outrage sparked by Rousseau’s work was partly stoked by religious authorities and 

partly by growing antipathy towards Rousseau’s ideas from within the Enlightenment itself.206 
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There was growing animosity between Voltaire and Rousseau at this time, which was brought to 

a head in 1760 when Rousseau sent a letter to Voltaire expressing his disdain for the man.207 

Voltaire thereafter likened Rousseau to Diogenes, calling him in a letter to d’Alembert ‘an arch-

fool.’208 d’Alembert had been an old friend of Rousseau’s, alongside Diderot, yet these 

friendships would not last. It seems that Rousseau had difficulties maintaining friendships with 

rival thinkers. The house in Môtier-Travers would prove a secluded enough refuge from French 

and Genevan authorities for a time, but three years later the house would be attacked by an angry 

mob.209  

  In 1762, upon the behest of the Comtesse de Boufflers, ‘Le bon David’, as Hume was 

affectionately referred to in Parisian circles at this time, had offered Rousseau refuge in Britain. 

However, by 1762 Rousseau had refused. He preferred the familiarity of Môtier-Travers it seems 

and presumably the familiarity of the French language as well. Rousseau did not speak English, 

nor was he fond of the British.210 Yet, after the attack on his house in Môtier-Travers in 1765 

Rousseau decided the time was right to take Hume up on his offer. As Rasmussen wrote, “Hume 

renewed his offer of assistance, knowing a thing or two about being abused for one’s ideas, he 

was determined to come to the aid of a persecuted philosopher, whatever he had heard of 

Rousseau from the Parisian philosophes.”211 

  The two thinkers crossed the English Channel in the winter of 1765. Rousseau’s mistress 

Thérèse Le Vasseur would accompany Hume’s comrade James Boswell in their wake. These two 

would arrive in London on February thirteenth and Rousseau purportedly retreated almost 
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immediately with his mistress to a home in Derbyshire that Hume had arranged for them.212 It 

would appear that upon hearing of Rousseau’s retreat to England, Hume’s colleague Horace 

Walpole would pen a humorous letter wherein he would assume the identity of Frederick the 

Great. Under this guise, Walpole, who anglicized Rousseau’s name to ‘John James’, invited 

Rousseau to the court of Frederick the Great, all the while insulting the Genevan’s character. In 

one instance Walpole’s Frederick wrote, “I admire your talents, and amuse myself with your 

reveries; on which however, by the way, you bestow too much time and attention.”213  

  Walpole’s letter would be published in The St. James’s Chronicle in early April of 1766. 

Rousseau would get a hold of a copy of the paper. 214 Upon reading the work Rousseau initially 

assumed it was penned by his enemy d’Alembert. Despite this, the letter was a humiliation that 

Rousseau would not abide by. Meanwhile, Hume, unbeknownst to Rousseau, had arranged with 

his friend Henry Seymour Conway to furnish the Genevan with a royal pension.215 Yet the 

damage would be done by June of 1766. Rousseau would return to France, and would pen an 

account of Hume’s attempt to entrap him in England, as he saw it. The result of this episode in 

Hume’s life would be the famous Hume and Rousseau affaire, which was much talked about, 

and which prompted Hume to pen his own account of the quarrel, as he termed it, between 

himself and Rousseau.  

  Smith was quick to advice his friend Hume against hastily publishing his account of the 

quarrel and his exact motivations for doing so were unclear. Perhaps he was rather fond of 

Rousseau, despite all that had happened. However, in his letter to Hume urging him not to be too 
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rash Smith referred to Rousseau as a ‘hypocritical pedant’, and a ‘rascal.’216 Worried that if he 

waited to say something Rousseau might gain the sway of the public, Hume rushed his account 

to the presses, despite Smith’s cautionary advice. Hume’s concise account of events leading to 

the quarrel was effective in ending things between the Scot and the Genevan before they 

escalated to an unnecessary degree of hostility. It appears that the break between Hume and 

Rousseau was ultimately an amiable one. Though Rousseau had slighted Hume’s honour, Hume 

appears later content that Rousseau had put a distance between himself and le Bon David, and 

that he had agreed not to speak on about the quarrel still further.  

  Rasmussen noted Smith’s inconsistency with respect to his tone regarding Rousseau 

throughout his life. Although he was critical of Rousseau in his letter to Hume in 1766 during the 

height of the affaire, some time much later Smith would refer to Rousseau in glowing terms 

during a visit from Saint-Fond. Saint-Fond remarked that Smith, “spoke…of Rousseau with a 

kind of religious respect.”217 He also remarked that Smith told him that Rousseau’s Social 

Contract would in time, “avenge him for all the persecutions he suffered.”218 The inconsistency 

of Smith’s tone with respect to Rousseau was certainly perplexing and has led Rasmussen to 

contend that Smith’s view towards Rousseau varied according to his company.219 This might 

suggest a tendency on Smith’s part not to wear his opinions on his sleeve, or to state his beliefs 

in spite of the company he kept. Or conversely, Smith’s opinion of Rousseau might have simply 

fluctuated throughout his lifetime.  

  What can we make of the accounts of these final two sections of  this chapter? Rousseau 

was certainly a profoundly influential thinker by the middle of the eighteenth century. However, 
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he was also a thinker who primarily resided in France, whereas Smith was a thinker who 

primarily resided in Scotland. Smith was invariably a product of his intellectual milieu, yet as 

was seen in an early chapter, Scottish thinkers, like the lord Monboddo, were well aware of 

Rousseau’s work. Considering as well that Hume had helped Rousseau in his time of need, and 

considering the perplexing outcome of this intervention, it is unlikely that Rousseau had not left 

a powerful impression—for better or for worse—on Smith.  
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Chapter Four 

Smith and Rousseau’s Theodicy of Self Love  

 

 In this final chapter a brief thought piece is presented concerning the central puzzle of Smith’s 

thought, i.e., Smith’s belief that in commercial society people at times were profoundly unhappy 

despite commercial society’s ability to provide people with their material needs. This section 

aims to broach the question of whether or not Smith’s view constituted a theodicy, that is a 

vindication of goodness in spite of the existence of evil. This section will however end in aporia. 

It is still a question of some considerable debate whether Smith viewed commercial society as 

wholly ideal rather than merely good at the end of the day.  

  The concept of Smith and Rousseau’s theodicy of self love is inspired by a reading of 

Frederick Neuhouser’s recent work Rousseau’s Theodicy of Self-Love. This work, which 

focussed on the centrality of amour-propre to Rousseau’s work, did not cover the Smith-

Rousseau connection. However, considering the centrality of the desire for approbation (which is 

at the root of Rousseau’s conception of amour-propre) to Smith’s moral philosophy, it is not 

impossible to examine the way in which Smith’s view of commercial society represented a 

theodicy like Rousseau’s had, according to Neuhouser. 

  According to Neuhouser, the person of Rousseau’s state of nature—Rousseau’s so-called 

‘noble savage’—was a prelapsarian image of man, whose fallen nature emerged alongside the 

inflammation of his amour-propre upon entering society. According to Rousseau, this 

inflammation was the basis of most of humanity’s social ills. Yet as Neuhouser contended, 



Page 90  Adam Smith as a Critic of Commercial Society Santos 

 

Rousseau also argued in Emile that amour-propre was a “useful but dangerous instrument.”220 

Thus, amour-propre was capable of both good and evil.221 Although it was the source of 

humanity’s social ills, it also imputed a sense of dynamism into the heart of society. Luxury 

according to Neuhouser was a major contributor to the inflammation of amour-propre.222  

  However, Neuhouser’s recent assessment of the importance of amour-propre to 

Rousseau’s moral-philosophical system cut against the grain somewhat. For Neuhouser amour-

propre was, according to Rousseau, ‘value neutral.’223 Yet, Rousseau’s division between amour-

propre and amour de soi meme was arguably prescriptive—read in an Aristotelian fashion amour 

de soi meme, being closer to nature, was arguably ‘better’ than its alternative. Although both 

instincts were ‘natural’, in that they were part of people’s natures, amour de soi meme was the 

faculty most active while people inhabited the state of nature. No matter its closeness to nature, 

however, in so far as amour de soi meme was tied to need satisfaction it lacked the dynamism 

that could take a society beyond the natural state. Similarly to Rousseau, Berry contended that 

Plato understood harmful desires provided society with a dynamism that took it beyond need 

satisfaction, as was seen in an earlier chapter.  

  In both Plato and Rousseau’s accounts desire and appetites brought about social 

improvement, yet left to their own devices, these desires and appetites led to society’s undoing as 

well. According to Neuhouser, instead of rejecting amour-propre outright, Rousseau accepted 

that in modern society it had become an entrenched sentiment. For him, this sentiment ultimately 

needed to be ‘cultivated.’224 As Neuhouser argued, Rousseau understood that, despite its pitfalls, 
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amour-propre was a precondition for “nearly everything that makes human existence valuable 

and of all that elevates it above that of the beasts.”225 Read in this way, Rousseau’s view of 

amour-propre was not unlike Glaucon’s view of the pitfalls inherent to Socrates’ virtuous state, 

which Glaucon argued was a city for pigs.  

  It is indeed possible that Rousseau was familiar with the Sentimental School of Scottish 

and English moral philosophy which thinkers like Shaftesbury and Hutcheson were a part of. As 

Albert O. Hirschman argued in his seminal work The Passions and the Interests, Shaftesbury and 

Hutcheson had advanced a new view towards the benefits of desire and the pursuit of wealth. 

Hutcheson developed a conception of the ‘calm desire of wealth’ which he contrasted against 

avarice.226 Hirschman argued that the Sentimental School represented a turn in thinking with 

respect to the pursuit of wealth away from seventeenth century conceptions of this pursuit, 

rooted in a more cynical perspective of human nature.227 Hirschman linked Hutcheson’s 

conception of the ‘calm desire of wealth’ to Montesquieu’s notion of doux commerce, which was 

the view that commerce leads to doucer or gentleness.228 In this way, Hutcheson argued that the 

pursuit of wealth was innocuous when compared to other vicious pursuits, primarily because this 

pursuit could lead to positive outcomes. It is worth noting that for reasons beyond the scope of 

our present investigation Hirschman was critical of Hutcheson’s view.  

  Similarly, Jean-François Melon had developed a defense of luxury in his Political Essay 

upon Commerce wherein he argued that luxury was the “destroyer of sloth and idleness.”229 This 

work was widely read in France. Whoever Rousseau’s influences might have been, by the middle 
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of the eighteenth-century the Genevan could have drawn on a number of conceptions of the 

desire to accumulate wealth which framed this pursuit as more or less innocuous. However, 

views in opposition to this one were also commonplace.  

  It is important to note that Rousseau’s conception of amour-propre was far-removed 

from Hutcheson’s ‘calm desire of wealth.’ Where Hutcheson had argued that “the utmost 

improvement of Arts, Manufactures, or Trade, is so far from being necessarily Vicious, that it 

must rather [produce] Good and Virtuous Dispositions,”230 Rousseau had, on the other hand, 

framed amour-propre as a sentiment fundamentally tied to vice. Hutcheson had critiqued 

Mandeville’s Fable on two separate occasions noting that his notion of luxury was far too 

rigid.231 Hutcheson had proposed the existence of ‘moderate luxury’, which could be enjoyed by 

virtuous people. Mandeville did not mince words with respect to luxury and to the passions 

associated with its enjoyment, although he would have agreed in many respects with Melon, he 

maintained no illusions about luxury’s virtuosity. Rousseau shared Mandeville’s views with 

respect to luxury, and his amour-propre was invariably tied to vice. Yet, interestingly, as 

Neuhouser suggested, Rousseau was not a complete cynic; amour-propre was vicious and was 

people’s primary sentiment in modern society, yet it could be cultivated at the last. 

  Read in this light, Smith’s imputation in his Letter that Rousseau’s Second Discourse had 

refined the licentious philosophy of Mandeville into a philosophy with all the ‘sublimity’ of 

Plato, makes more sense. Rousseau’s theodicy, therefore, was not an easy one, it was not one 

that pretended that the sort of desires tied to luxury were innocuous. Rather, Rousseau accepted 

that these desires were mostly vicious, and that humanity had become beholden to them. Yet, 

there was still room for redemption in spite of this evil.  
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  Beyond the Platonic elements of Rousseau’s theodicy with respect to amour-propre, 

Rousseau’s conception of self love reflected eighteenth-century understandings of its prominence 

in modern society. If Rousseau did indeed see redemptive potential in amour-propre as 

Neuhouser suggested, then Rousseau’s view in this respect can be read as an acceptance of 

Mandeville’s cynical appraisal of human nature. Moreover, such a view shows that Rousseau 

was aware that historical developments could not necessarily be reversed. Although Rousseau on 

several occasions opined about the virtues of nature and natural living, he would have accepted 

that the state of nature had been lost, and that the way toward redemption was not through a 

longing for the past, but through amour-propre’s cultivation.  

 

On the other hand, Smith’s nuanced defence of commercial society produced a theodicy similar 

to Neuhouser’s picture of Rousseau’s conceptualization of amour-propre. Although Smith did 

not present a prelapsarian view of man in book III, his natural order of things represented a sort 

of pre-fall condition. The retrograde order of feudalism represented, in contrast, a fall from 

grace. This descent away from the natural order of things precipitated the promotion of self love, 

much like it had in Rousseau’s Second Discourse.  

  Throughout his writing Rousseau continually evoked a divide between nature and human 

institutions. Rousseau’s emphasis on the virtue of the ‘natural’ life is seen echoed in book III of 

the Wealth of Nations. Read in this way, the moral-philosophical component of Smith’s work of 

political economy—a component of this work that commentators have repeatedly overlooked—

becomes clear.  

  Smith’s melding of moral-philosophy with his economic and historical thinking, makes 

sense when we consider the holistic approach to knowledge production characteristic of the 
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Scottish Enlightenment.232 As Alexander Broadie wrote, “although it is, of course, possible to 

distinguish different disciplines or fields investigated during the Scottish Enlightenment, no 

attempt was made in practice to keep the separate disciplines in their separate boxes.”233 An 

investigation of the subject matter Smith taught in his lectures from 1762-63 proves this to be the 

case. Smith taught an assortment of subjects while Chair of Moral Philosophy at the University 

of Glasgow which ranged from grammar to rhetoric, to jurisprudence and to literary criticism. 

All the while, Smith probed questions of morality, taste, epistemology, political economy, and 

the history of language and its origins. Smith also undoubtedly had been influenced by Neo Stoic 

thinking, having been a pupil of Hutcheson in his teenage years. However, Smith would have 

been familiar with Neo Epicurean schools of thought by way of his reading of thinkers like 

François de La Rochefoucauld, as well. Viner called Smith, ‘the great eclectic’ and argued that 

when Smith was conceiving of his concept of the natural order of things, he drew from a deep 

source base.234 

  Ultimately, Smith’s division between a natural order of things wherein a countryside 

typified by ‘need satisfaction’ reined in the luxury-production of the towns and a retrograde 

order where this relationship was inverted, seems to suggest Stoic leanings.235 This was because 

Smith appeared to prefer an order of things where insatiability, embodied by luxury production 

in towns, was reined in by the moderation of a countryside that, in turn, was the domain of need 
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satisfaction.. That Smith’s division was reminiscent of Platonism, or even of Augustinianism 

might indicate that he simply viewed the philosophies of Plato and Augustine as fruitful grounds 

for a priori assumptions with which to probe historical developments. 

  In conclusion, although Smith showed a preference for social formations more closely 

approximating a natural order of things, he acknowledged the effects of the contingencies of 

history in his work. Similar to Rousseau, Smith felt commercial society had its shortcomings, but 

he did not shun it outright.236 Like Neuhouser’s conception of Rousseau’s view of amour-propre, 

Smith saw a way forward in the interrogation of self love, the inclination at the heart of 

commercial society. Finally, Smith acknowledged that commercial society emerged as the result 

of the unintended consequences produced by luxury production. In this respect, it is unclear 

whether or not Smith viewed this form of society as an optimal one. Commercial society was a 

society where luxury and vice proliferated, Smith admitted as much in his writing, yet it could 

also provide the poor with better living conditions than in more primitive forms of social 

organization. The central puzzle of Smith’s thought lay in weighing these costs against these 

benefits. At the last, however, it seems Smith was forced to admit that despite its benefits, 

commercial society was still home to a great deal of unhappiness.  
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Conclusion 

Acknowledging Blind Spots 

 

In concluding this work, it is worthwhile to reflect on some of its blind spots. Without first 

interrogating too deeply the ramifications of centering this work upon Smith and a selection of 

his interlocutors, it is important to draw attention to one of the more salient elephants in the 

room. This elephant, so to speak, is the Enlightenment. Earlier versions of this work contained 

reflections on this era and on its concomitant historiography, which in recent years has moved 

beyond the notion that the Enlightenment constituted a pan-European phenomenon.  

  In the final analysis, however, a decision was made to avoid exploring this concept in too 

great detail. This sentiment was partly due to centering the emphasis of this work upon the 

relationship between Smith and Rousseau, which would have required an analysis of both a 

Scottish and a French Enlightenment, in many respects. As well, the Enlightenment remains a 

contentious subject with a multivariant array of analyses and interpretations attached to it.  

  It was felt by this author that, as a powerful metanarrative, the gravitational pull of the 

Enlightenment was too great. Not only was it felt justice could not be done to this concept if it 

were substantially invoked, but the Enlightenment all too often takes center stage in historical 

examinations of the sort contained herein. Contra Zarentsky’s and Scott’s view in The 

Philosophers’ Quarrel that events like the Hume-Rousseau affair, ‘make sense only when set in 

the Enlightenment’ this work has attempted to uncouple a reading of these events from this 

historical epoch.237  

                                                             
237 Scott and Zaretsky, Philosopher’s Quarrel, 3. 
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  Because the emphasis of this study of Smith’s thinking has been focussed upon 

interrogating the ways in which Smith was a critic of commercial society, this essay has been 

bound to an examination of this social form and the moral arguments surrounding it. It was for 

this reason that chapter one was devoted to tracing a history of conceptualizations of luxury in 

Europe. This examination has tended to focus on Smith’s moral philosophy and therefore on 

those interlocutors of Smith who had a bearing on his moral thinking. Moreover, commercial 

society and the luxuries therein was seen as, and framed because of this as, an essential locus 

where the comparative analyses of Smith and Rousseau could fruitfully take place.  

  A choice was made to narrow Smith’s interlocutors down to a select few thinkers who 

had arguably the greatest bearing on Smith’s thinking with respect to commercial society. In this 

way other blind spots were necessarily and unintentionally, produced. More work could have 

admittedly been done to trace the influence of the moral sense school of ethics on Smith’s 

thinking. More could also have been done to explore the influences of Hutcheson and 

Shaftesbury, in particular, on Smith’s thinking as well. These thinkers were mentioned only in 

passing, yet would have undoubtedly provided Smith with much to reflect upon as he developed 

his moral thought.  

  The choice of interlocutors for this work was tied to very recent Smith scholarship, as 

well, particularly scholarship related to the relationship between Smith and Rousseau. Hont did 

much to draw attention to this connection in his lifetime. He passed away in 2013 but his essay 

notes were published posthumously as Politics in Commercial Society in 2015. This work did 

much to spark very recent lively debate on the Smith-Rousseau connection. An earlier draft of 

this essay probed the question of Smith’s views with respect to commercial society without 

taking the Smith-Rousseau connection too seriously. As time went on, however, and more 



Page 98  Adam Smith as a Critic of Commercial Society Santos 

 

research was done, the Smith-Rousseau connection was increasingly seen as an interesting angle 

upon which to anchor this work. Because this work aimed to trace Smith’s moral-philosophical 

outlook with respect to the concept of commercial society, it did not focus on the significance of 

the Smith-Rousseau connection on the history of political thought, however. Much has been 

written on this score in recent years particularly by Hont. Sagar, whose analysis of the Smith-

Rousseau connection was mentioned in chapter two, wrote recently about the virtues of Hont’s 

work despite his earlier criticisms of Politics in Commercial Society.238 There is still much to be 

written about the Smith-Rousseau connection today, and this work was meant in large part as a 

foray into this particular avenue of intellectual-history. 

  Furthermore, the emphasis on Smith also produced limitations with respect to this paper’s 

examination of Rousseau’s work. More attention could have admittedly been paid to nascent 

debates within Rousseau scholarship. Though Neuhouser’s work was one of the primary lenses 

through which the examination of Rousseau’s thinking with respects to amour-propre was herein 

framed, Neuhouser has certainly not had the last word on Rousseau’s account of this sentiment. 

The literature on this topic, however, is rather extensive and could constitute a monograph of its 

own, as Neuhouser’s work showed.  

  Other recent examinations of Rousseau’s conception of human nature, like Bojesen’s 

essay cited above, have drawn attention to the divergence in opinion regarding Rousseau’s 

conception of pity. Bojesen’s essay was useful in that it reinvestigated the ‘pre-rational’ nature of 

this sentiment in Rousseau’s work by re-examining his Second Discourse. As Bojesen made 

clear in their work there is still much healthy debate surrounding the role of rationality in 

Rousseau’s moral philosophy. This debate was not at all touched upon in this work, and the 
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reading of Rousseau’s thinking has herein been somewhat short-sighted because of this work’s 

narrow reliance upon the Second Discourse. Had the focus of this essay not been on Smith’s 

understanding and critique of commercial society, exploring the Smith-Rousseau connection in 

light of these recent debates would have certainly been worthwhile and interesting. More work 

on these questions is needed in general.  

  Hont, as well, noted in Politics in Commercial Society that he suspected an important 

interlocutor between Smith and Rousseau was Hobbes.239 In conducting research for this work 

this connection became undeniably clear. However, bringing Hobbes into this reading would 

have pivoted this work away from an analysis of commercial society as an object of moral 

investigation, towards an examination of the politics of this social form. Moreover, this paper did 

not want to wade into the history of Utilitarianism, nor did it want to interrogate the concept of 

‘utility’ too deeply. Furthermore, a decision was made to avoid an account of political thought, in 

order to focus on historicizing moral understandings of this form of society.  

  In the same sense the works of Pufendorf, Grotius and Vico could have also been 

incorporated into this work as well, and in early drafts they had been. Conversely, however, this 

essay could have traced the influences of Stoicism and Epicureanism on Smith and Rousseau’s 

thought, which was what Hundert had done in The Enlightenment’s Fable rather convincingly. 

Previous drafts had also included reflections on this subject matter, but for the sake of coherence 

these reflections did not make the final cut.  

  Similarly to Rousseau, more could have been done to incorporate recent investigations of 

Mandeville’s work into this essay. A great deal has been written about Mandeville as of late and 

his influence on both Smith and Rousseau with respect to their perceptions of commercial 

                                                             
239 Hont, Politics in Commercial Society, 6-11. 
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society is undeniable. One interesting recent train of thought with respect to Mandeville can be 

found in an essay by Joost W. Hengstmengel wherein Hengstmengel traced Augustinian motifs 

in Mandeville’s work. This monograph was interesting because of its conversation with 

Hundert’s The Enlightenment’s Fable. Where Hundert had claimed Mandeville had done away 

with Augustinian premises in his work, Hengstmengel maintained that he had retained some, 

notably the conception of a fall from grace.240   

  Hengstmengel provided a good avenue for exploring the theodicy of Mandeville’s work a 

la Neuhouser but this would have gone beyond the scope of this essay. Moreover, if Hobbes was 

an important interlocutor between Smith and Rousseau, he was also certainly an important 

interlocutor between these two thinkers and Mandeville. Elsewhere in this essay Tolonen’s 

recent work Mandeville and Hume was briefly drawn upon. More could have been done to 

explore the connection between Mandeville and Hume admittedly, but this too would have gone 

beyond the scope of this work which, again, was centered upon the Smith-Rousseau connection 

and Smith’s critique of commercial society.  

  Finally, another useful source of information that was not consulted, but which is often 

cited in Smith scholarship and might have added another layer to our analysis of Smith’s thought 

herein, was his posthumously published Essays on Philosophical Subjects. Viner drew upon 

Smith’s naturalistic account of religion, which he developed in his essay History of Ancient 

Physics when attempting to apprehend Smith’s system of natural liberty, for example.241 Other 

commentators interested in uncovering a Newtonian influence upon Smith’s work have 

highlighted these influences in Smith’s essay on the History of Astronomy as well. These are 

certainly interesting works, but they were not consulted too heavily as this essay did not call for 

                                                             
240 Hengstmengel, Augustinian Motifs, 323-325. 
241 Viner, Adam Smith and Laissez Faire, 198-199. 
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them. All-in-all, there are undoubtedly many loose-ends in this work, which if tied would 

constitute a more substantive monograph of many hundreds of pages. As an introduction to the 

subject matter this author hoped to address, however, it is hoped that this work suffices. The 

ultimate aim of this essay has been to interrogate modern perceptions of Smith and his thinking 

with respect to commercial society. The primary aim has been as well to elucidate a view 

towards Smith’s conception of this social form that highlights Smith’s awareness of the need for 

cooperation and proper social consideration within it. Smith’s ideas are all too often used today 

as an example of a misguided view towards the virtues of self-interest and political/economic 

system predicated upon this view. Throughout both of his major works, however, Smith called 

on his readers to understand the importance of proper moral-judgment, and their shared social 

realities. Smith’s political-economy is less a political-economy of atomized individualism 

premised upon selfishness and more an awareness of modernity’s turn toward this retrograde 

order. Whenever Smith defends this social order, he does so with the awareness that it is less 

than ideal. Smith’s work was not a defence of selfishness in this way, but an attempt to make the 

best of an imperfect system.   
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