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INTRODUCTION:
THE DISCOURSE
OF THE PASSIONS


Every student of the eighteenth-century European Enlightenment is familiar with the phrase ‘the age of reason’.1 Scholars of the period have succeeded in constructing a picture of a movement which dispelled the mists of tradition and superstition, replacing them with analytical rigour. The scientific canons first developed in the seventeenth century were applied now in an attempt to bring order and clarity to a wide variety of individual and social experience including: economics, ethics, language and the workings of the human mind. The concept of nature itself was broadened to include ‘human’ behaviour whose laws, enlightened thinkers believed, could be discovered through the penetrating light of reason. Operating both empirically and deductively, reason would identify the laws which governed individual and social behaviour and would provide a firm foundation for the construction of human progress.


The purpose of this book is not to attack this scholarly synthesis, even if it is one which tends to obscure the complexity of eighteenth-century culture.2 Rather, its aim is to illuminate an aspect of the Scottish Enlightenment which an inordinate emphasis upon logic and science tends to obscure. A major insight of the enlightened writers was the primary role which the human emotions played in individual motivation and social organization. While reason enabled observers to better understand the workings and significance of the human passions, it was the latter rather than the former which were the ‘springs’ of group life and the primary platform upon which progress proceeded.


The traditional scholarly emphasis upon an ‘age of reason’ is not particularly useful for addressing many of the subtle cultural connections which characterized eighteenth-century thought. In particular, it ignores the relationship between the Enlightenment and the sentimental movement which captivated Europeans during the second half of the eighteenth century. Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759; important revision 1790) receives only grudging attention from scholars of the Enlightenment; the important connections between this work and the sentimental drama or novel tend to be overlooked or hived off to those workers who labour in the vineyards of lesser literature.3 Rousseau’s political and educational writings are the subject of constant analysis and reappraisal, but his novel La Nouvelle Héloïse – one of the bestsellers of the eighteenth-century – is often dismissed as unreadable. Diderot’s Encyclopédie and Rameaus Nephew are still mined for insights into economic improvement and alienation, but his penetrating discussion of the intricate relationship between virtue’, ‘sentiment’ and self-interest’ is left to the arcane researches of the specialist.4


A huge corpus of eighteenth-century literature dealing with the passions and sentiments has been removed from the arc of mainstream scholarly investigation. As the academic pendulum swings between the cultural poles of realism and romanticism, it points either to the concept of an empirical ‘society’ or an alienated ‘self. It either ignores, or pays mere lip service to, the sentimental discourse which falls in between.


When it is discussed at all, the polite literature of sentiment and cultivated ethics tends to be treated with derision: the eighteenth-century emphasis upon pity and compassion is dull and cloying; its spectatorial ‘complacency’ is turgid and tedious; the heroes and heroines of the sentimental novel are dismissed as passive spectators rather than believable actors. Occasionally, the eighteenth-century language of the passions is sifted for anticipations of modern attitudes towards children, the family and gender relations. But, even then, the focus tends to be simplistic and procrustean. The literature of the passions is rarely discussed on its own terms, much less related to the main currents of eighteenth-century thought.


The purpose of this book is to explore the dominant strands of the intricate tapestry which I shall call the discourse of the passions. Its chapters attempt to tease out the kinds of connections that were made or assumed between moral philosophy, pathetic literature and the cultivation of sentiment. By focusing on the significance of human sensibility for the development of Adam Smith’s thought, this book also attempts to illuminate the ways in which the language of the passions related to the fundamental preoccupation of eighteenth-century thinkers – the relationship between ethics and economics.


Although the discourse of the passions could often be incredibly intricate, it had its foundation in a simple classical division. When eighteenth-century thinkers spoke of the human passions, they characteristically divided them into those which related to personal and those which related to group survival or happiness.5 Both sets of emotions were perfectly natural and a balance had to be maintained between them. Without a certain amount of self-centredness, individuals would lack the incentive and ambition to engage in purposeful action. Without the social instinct of sociability, life would not only be brutish and short, but infinitely less pleasurable. Sociability led to the norms and morals which ensured group harmony, while self-interest motivated group members to seek the knowledge and materials to improve their life.


The problem with the selfish passions was precisely the one that Hobbes had exploited in his defence of absolute sovereignty. The selfish appetites, if carried to an extreme, could transform human relations into a bitter and violent struggle. But, what Hobbes overlooked, and what eighteenth-century Scottish thinkers wanted to emphasize, was the fact that man was sociable as well as self-interested. As social animals, men and women naturally entered into relations with one another and these relations acted as a brake upon aggression. In civilized societies, in particular, the social passions had been so carefully cultivated that enlightened writers preferred to designate them with the special term ‘sentiments’. The education of a civilized man or woman was necessarily a ‘sentimental’ one.


The writers of the Scottish Enlightenment never put their trust in any one set of emotions, but sought the balance between the cultivation of both. The social passions, for example, were not invariably benign. The passion of love clearly involved the individual in a social relationship that was the fundamental bedrock of human society. It could call forth the virtues of courage, selflessness and altruism. But if carried to an extreme, it resulted in a lack of control, violence and imprudence that could have a negative effect upon social order. The sympathetic bond between members of the same community ensured harmony and defence. If pushed too far, however, it led to a repressive intolerance of differences, cultural fanaticism, and aggression towards all outsiders. When enlightened authors spoke of the blessings of sociability and sympathy, they carefully signified the cultivated passions of a civilized and polite society.


Similarly, when writers like Smith talked about the role or the function of the selfish passions – generally designated as ‘interests’ – they did so in a distinctly eighteenth-century way.6 The self-interest of Smith’s economic actors did not involve anything like antagonism, aggression or unbridled competition. Instead, it reflected a desire on the part of sociable men and women to better their own condition and, quite naturally, to prefer their own welfare to that of others. In any regularized form of social life, this selfishness was harnessed by self-control and balanced by the requirements of the group. In a humane and complex civilization, it was further restricted, not by crude and mechanistic rules, but by the bonds of politeness. Eighteenth-century writers defended those ‘interests’ which led to respect, competency and decency. They decried those which strayed in the direction of haughtiness, greed or conceit. Two of Smith’s targets in The Wealth of Nations, for example, were the excessive pride of the nobility and the rapaciousness of merchants.


Smith and his contemporaries not only advocated the moderation of both the selfish and the social passions, they also shared a typically enlightened concern to establish a balance between the two sets of emotions. Smith’s friends and allies in the Church of Scotland were labelled ‘Moderates’ precisely because they advocated the moderation, rather than the extirpation, of the selfish emotions. They also sought to soften the demands of the self by encouraging polite sociability and charity towards others. Much to the chagrin of their more orthodox clerical opponents, they even went so far as to redefine Christianity in terms of sentiment and benevolence.


The emotional balancing act could have very different emphases depending upon the inclination of the respective writers. Smith, for example, differed from many of his ‘Moderate’ friends in the precise way in which he believed the social passions should be cultivated. Because he believed that sociability could not, and should not, be extended too far, Smith argued that the commonplace emphasis upon ‘benevolence’ was unrealistic. While the relative ease of a developed civilization did allow for a greater exercise of the humane affections, Smith believed that these were too fragile to provide the foundation for moral action. Those altruistic passions, which naturally encouraged individuals to seek sympathy or emotional harmony with their fellows, performed their appointed task when they modified self-interest and reinforced the most valuable form of ethical behaviour – self control. It was self-control, not benevolence, which produced justice. And justice was a principle which could support a complex civilization.


Smith’s ethical analysis still had close connections with the classical tradition, particularly in its emphasis upon the stoic quality of self-control. His friends, including John Drysdale, William Richardson, Hugh Blair and Henry Mackenzie, had no quarrel with Smith’s description of human sympathy or even his advocacy of self-command.7 But they tended to diverge from Smith in their exploration of the ways in which the moral sentiments could be manipulated and extended. Unlike Smith, they believed that it was possible to create much more ‘feeling’ men and women among those whose leisure and wealth allowed them the luxury of an extensive education and whose independence permitted a more extensive cultivation of the ethical personality. Building upon a distinctly humanist tradition of moral education, sentimental authors and preachers began to concentrate upon the possibilities inherent in the ‘cultivation’ of a human nature whose foundation was emotional. The passions were not only to be balanced, therefore, but expertly cultivated.


In their attempt to cultivate the social passions, Scottish writers fixed their sights on particular kinds of feelings, behaviours and social constituencies. They echoed Rousseau in concentrating upon the emotional consequences of puberty and in locating the supposedly sensitive characteristics of the female sex. They attempted a shift away from the demonstrably public world of patriotism and duty to the more intimate realm of family and friendship. Most important, they focused upon the cultural possibilities of love and sexuality. Scottish writers were pioneering in their analysis of the ways in which sexual attraction could be modified into a less volatile and more enduring social sentiment. Sexual passion, transformed into love, provided a conjunction between sexual self-interest and sociability; it laid the cultural foundation for a social cohesion which went far beyond Smith’s insistence upon politeness and justice.


The language of love was not to everyone’s taste. David Hume and Adam Smith may have illuminated the importance of the passions but their interest did not extend to human sexuality. Their moral theories adhered rigidly to the masculine virtues of prudence and self-control, allowing little room for the exploration of topics like love. Their inspiration was the eighteenth-century male club rather than the more sexually tinged surrounds of the salon. It is not so surprising, therefore, that neither Smith nor Hume was willing to discuss the possibilities of a very different kind of relationship – the special friendship between a man and a woman.


Scottish culture, however, had long been moving in a quite different direction, one that was pregnant (if I may use the expression) with future possibilities. Allan Ramsay underlined the importance of love in the best-loved Scottish play of the eighteenth century, The Gentle Shepherd; James Macpherson helped to rehabilitate the historical romance in his influential The Poems of Ossian; and the Reverend James Fordyce, brother of David, the moral philosopher at Marischal College, Aberdeen, preached the importance of ‘honourable love’ in numerous essays and sermons addressed to young men and women. The focus of all these bestsellers was the peculiar interaction between men and women.


Ironically, the most important and fascinating discussion of love came from the pen of Smith’s favourite student and young friend, John Millar. Combining a recognition of the importance of sexual attraction with a characteristically Scottish and conjectural treatment of history, Millar constructed a natural history of love. This history is intriguing because it was the first ‘enlightened’ account to attempt a reappraisal of feudal society and its ethic of chivalry. Millar argued that the feudal period helped to fashion a distinctive approach to love in western society, one which, with modification, was productive of a special kind of civilization. The ethic of love not only had helped to soften the manners of barbaric societies and to construct a politeness that was valuable, but it had also encouraged a moral development that was invaluable. ‘Conjugal affection’ laid the ‘foundation of political society’, argued Millar, and constructed the ‘bands which unite men together, and enable them to live in mutual confidence and security’.8


Their perception of the nature and strength of love allowed many Scottish writers to be cautiously optimistic about the future. If an advanced civilization carried in its wake the corrosive characteristics of luxury and excessive individualism – as most Scotmen suspected – these could be mitigated by an intensification of the bond of love. If the affection between men and women could be controlled and cultivated, it might contribute to new forms of sociability in the family, community and nation.


The cultivation of ‘honourable love’ became the explicit mission of many members of the Scottish literati. Hugh Blair extolled its virtues in his sermons. Henry Mackenzie described it in novels like Julia de Roubigné and essays like The Story of La Roche, in which, revealingly, he also criticized David Hume for not appreciating the reforming power of love. And John Millar warned the readers of his popular history that any decline in the status of love would destroy the sensibility of the heart, eradicate the functions of the family and, ultimately, undermine civilization.


It bears repeating that the eighteenth-century language of love should not be confused with anything like the ‘affective individualism’ which some scholars have driven, like a battering ram, through the discourse of the age.9 It was, rather, the linguistic product of an enlightened examination of the passions as the springs of social life as well as an essentially ethical programme of moral cultivation. Although the language of the passions contained elements that can be described loosely as ‘modern’, it was firmly linked to a classical and humanist agenda designed to control and balance the emotions in the interest of society. Ultimately, it was neither the individual, nor his or her feelings, which mattered but the well-being of the polity.


There is a fundamental sense, therefore, in which the eighteenth-century discourse of the passions was political. It was political in the first instance because it retained essential elements of the civic humanist tradition. Smith’s defence of ‘self-interest’ in The Wealth of Nations, for example, displays a clear concern to maintain the political clout of the citizen as independent landowner. His model of the market can be viewed as an attempt to preserve the integrity of the nation and its primary citizens. Smith’s great work also reflects a deep concern lest the development of a commercial empire encourage unrealistic and imprudent expectations. Smith was convinced that excessively rapid economic growth would let loose the most dangerous excesses of self-interest and the desire for gain. It would set man against man in a mad scramble for wealth; engender debt among individuals and nations; and destroy a social structure that was an intricate balance of social rank and limited mobility.


For his part, Millar suggested that, as the British nation grew more wealthy, it would eventually confront the same fate as imperial Rome. Human bonds would be eradicated as luxury transformed judicious ‘manners’ into artificial appetites and unravelled the institution of matrimony which had become the bedrock of social cohesion. With the demise of the family, the children of the élite would no longer receive the kind of care that was imperative to the continuance of a complex civilization. Polite intercourse and controlled self-interest would be usurped by a cruder sensuality and selfishness.


A close analysis of the writings of Adam Smith and his student illuminates the dangers of adopting such simplistic and misleading interpretations as ‘possessive’ or ‘affective’ individualism. In their eagerness to delineate the workings of the human passions, enlightened Scottish writers did not suddenly jettison the teachings of the ancients. Scottish moralists regularly adopted classical rhetoric when they cautioned against the possible excesses of the passions. Adam Smith consistently lauded the stoic emphasis on self-control and warned his readers that commercial empires could be destroyed by luxury. Henry Mackenzie, while he admired the writings of Lessing and Schiller, was concerned lest what he termed their ‘metaphysics of romance’ should undermine the classical imperatives of self-command and patriotism. Hugh Blair alternated sermons on ‘gentle sensibility’ and ‘tender melancholy’ with pleas for stoic resignation and a Scottish militia. James Fordyce firmly believed that increased sensibility was necessary if social solidarity was to survive in the world of the large commercial city; but he was more than willing to recommend a lesson in a strict stoic or military discipline if the gospel of sentiment seemed to be leading his young charges astray.


One of the most intriguing blends of classical and sentimental themes occurs in The Poems of Ossian. These, supposedly collected by James Macpherson but largely fabricated, took Scotland and most of Europe by storm. What Macpherson accomplished, regardless of controversy over his authorship, was the creation of heroes and heroines who understood the importance of the enlightened passions. They were remarkably polite and affectionate with one another; they were generous and kind, rather than merely hospitable; they shed sensitive, rarely romantic, tears for those whom they loved. And their love was constant and enduring. Even after death, the affectionate couples and families described by the blind poet Ossian continue to feel for one another. They tenderly converse with the ghosts of their departed friends, lovers and children. They regularly indulge in the melancholy song of the tomb and conjure up, in imaginary reconstructions of past loves and friendships, now freed from the excesses of desire or competition, finely cultivated social feelings.


If Macpherson created recognizable eighteenth-century types in these polite ‘men and women of feeling’, however, he also reminded his readers that the song of regret and melancholic lament was something more than the article of self-indulgence and popular consumption that it would become in the Victorian era. The significance of the poems lay in their ability to depict social and patriotic feelings as encouragements to the ethical imagination and group identification. The explicit purpose of this moral cultivation was not to create misanthropes but a brave and courageous, yet sensitive, citizenry. It was not for nothing that The Poems of Ossian retained the classical form of the epic; that they stimulated military patriotism at a time when educated Scotsmen were clamouring for their own militia; and that Macpherson constantly reminded his readers that there was a time for tears and a time to wield the sword.


If Macpherson’s work retained the civic connection, however, it also moved in a novel and momentous political direction. More than an intriguing combination of a sentimental present and a heroic past, The Poems of Ossian developed an entirely new conception of the national community, one which was defined overwhelmingly in terms of feeling. Macpherson’s combination of sentimentality and communal memory provided weak and underprivileged communities with a degree of cultural empowerment. His linking of sentiment and nostalgia also fuelled the conservative and reactionary ideology which began to spread across Europe during the late eighteenth century.


It is fascinating to consider how Macpherson was able to have such an impact, and even more intriguing to reflect upon his connection with the father of modern conservatism, Edmund Burke.10 The Poems of Ossian constantly centre upon the ‘joy of sorrow’ or the sympathetic pleasure which a mild melancholy can engender. Recent scholarship has shown that the phrase ‘joy of sorrow’ was borrowed from Burke’s essay On the Sublime and Beautiful, which not only noted the subtle relationship between ‘joy and grief’ but explicitly described the surprising pleasure of nostalgic reflection. Macpherson triggered precisely this sympathetic response in order to stimulate the reader’s identification with his or her national community.


Many other Scottish writers also championed the idea of a sentimental polity held together, not by the rules of the legislator or the wisdom of the statesman, but by small-scale sympathetic exchanges which gradually linked individuals to the larger national unit. They were convinced that it was social ‘manners’ rather than the ‘laws’ which kept the national community together. But it was Macpherson who most effectively employed the insights and techniques of the Scottish sentimental moralist in the creation of a new kind of nationalism.


The impact of The Poems of Ossian was instantaneous, widespread and lasting. By the time the authenticity of the poems was seriously questioned, much of European nationalism had already been reconstructed. No longer was it defined primarily in terms of tradition, patriotism or pride in the past; it was transformed into a deeply felt and fundamentally emotional connection between the individual and the polity. The ideal citizen must do more than defend the constitution, uphold the laws, fight the enemy and watch for any signs of corruption. The ideal citizen was not simply one who employed right reason and rhetoric. The ideal citizen was someone ‘melted’ into a sympathetic identification with his or her country.


This sympathetic identification was at its most effective in societies that were politically impotent. The Poems of Ossian were particularly popular in countries like Germany, Italy and, much later, Spain and the states of South America. The sympathetic song of regret and the indulgence in melancholy myth worked their best magic in countries whose traditional culture had been destroyed, which were divided, or which lacked political power. But as The Poems of Ossian’s positive reception in America and France indicates, few countries were entirely immune to the influence of this new form of sentimental nationalism.


The differences between a writer like James Macpherson and a thinker like Adam Smith are obviously legion. One was a hard-headed economist, the other a would-be poet. One advocated strict self-control, the other attempted to stimulate melancholy tears. One had his eye firmly on the present, the other longed for a mythical past. But there are important respects in which Smith and Macpherson belonged to an identical discursive domain. Both writers explored innate human sociability, both grounded their writings in an analysis of sympathy; and both sought to cultivate the passions in the interest of the polity.


The Scottish discourse of the passions ran the full gamut, from an account of the complex workings of self-interest, through love and the sociability which it engendered, to the total absorption of the individual within the national community. The chapters that follow explore this discourse in greater detail. They attempt to examine the language of the passions on its own terms, but do not pretend to be impartial. This author confesses that he admires the Scottish philosophes for their insights into social life and for their attempt to harmonize ethics and economics. However, he deplores the damage which these influential propagandists caused to women,11 the labouring classes12 and traditional culture.13 And he believes that the influential and occasionally brilliant balancing act of the Scottish School did little to solve the dilemma of moral action in a capitalist society.


These prejudices will be made more explicit in the pages that follow. The reader is perfectly free to accept or reject them. The author hopes, however, that the ensuing chapters will offer new insights into the mental world of the Scottish Englightenment. Chapter 1 shows how Adam Smith sought to balance the selfish and social emotions in his ethics and economics by constructing a subtle account of the workings of sympathy. Chapter 2 argues that Smithean sympathy was not socially neutral, but was most relevant for the middling ranks of British society, particularly the yeomanry. They, not reformed merchants or nascent industrialists, were Smith’s real heroes. Both the second and the third chapter demonstrate, I hope conclusively, that Smithean self-interest was a phenomenon which related to a particular British community dominated by sociable and prudent farmers. It bears little relation to the commonplace concept of grasping individualism; it relates even less to the notion of a social marketplace based upon unlimited desire or profit.


Smith’s treatment of sympathy and self-interest were significant contributions to the eighteenth-century discourse of the passions. Equally important was the topic which Smith chose to ignore – the passion of love. Chapter 4 shows how Smith’s pupil, John Millar, initiated an original and influential portrayal of the love bond in his philosophical and historical writings. Chapter 5 describes just how powerful and culturally pervasive the Scottish analysis of sexual attraction was, as writers rushed to enforce the passion of love as underlying social harmony.


While chapter 6 also explores the ways in which the chivalric ideal of love was transformed into a sentimental social glue in the The Poems of Ossian, its primary concern is with the contribution which the new analysis of the passions made to a burgeoning European nationalism. The final chapter revisits several of the main protagonists of this study in order to show how the distinctly Scottish appreciation of human sentiment was eventually incorporated into a highly conservative and backward-looking nationalism.


The Scottish discourse of the passions was recognizably enlightened, but the Scottish Enlightenment could lead in more than one direction. It could reinforce the liberalism of a John Millar or a Dugald Stewart. Or it could contribute to an essentially Burkean conservatism. The eighteenth-century language of the passions was sufficiently complex to accommodate these divergent views and many more. If this book conveys some of the complexity, it will have served its purpose.


NOTES


1. Since most of the material discussed in this introduction will be dealt with in greater detail in the main body of the text, footnote references are provided only in those cases in which explicit quotations are cited or where additional information might be useful.


2. An inordinate emphasis on the scientific character of eighteenth-century thought not only blurs its ethical discourse, for example, but also does some injustice to those Scottish thinkers who believed that reason needed to take a back seat to common sense (Hume) and that the French penchant for ‘systems’ obscured a richer and more intricate social reality (Smith).


3. On sentimental literature in general, see my ‘The Sentimental Ethic’, in Encyclopedia of Literature and Criticism, ed. Coyle, Garside, Kelsall and Peck, (London, 1990), 1029–1043.


4. See, for example, Gordon Walters, The Significance of Diderot’s Essai sur Le Merité et la Virtu’ (Chapel Hill, 1971).


5. See, for example, Smith’s discussion of Aristotle and the Stoics in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (hereafter TMS), VII.ii.I.12–47.


6. See Albert Hirschman’s The Passions and the Interests: Political Arguments for Capitalism before its Triumph (Princeton, 1977). Hirschman’s account of the workings of ‘interest’ in the writings of Adam Smith represents an important and pioneering attempt to come to grips with the complexity of eighteenth-century thought. However, as I suggest in the postscript to this book, I do not think that Hirschman has gone nearly far enough in his attempt to capture the particular world of the eighteenth-century discourse on the ‘interests’. Moveover, despite its title, his book contains virtually nothing on the social passions.


7. Smith’s friends regularly adopted phrases and arguments from The Theory of Moral Sentiments. See, for example, Thomas Somerville’s paraphrase in his Sermons (Edinburgh, 1813), Sermon iii; William Richardson’s use of Smith in an analysis of Shakespeare’s characterization in Essays on Shakespeare’s Dramatic Character of Sir John Falstaff, and on His Imitation of Female Characters (London, 1789), 81f; and Robert Cullen’s (son of Professor William Cullen) discussion of the TMS in Henry Mackenzie’s Mirror (Edinburgh, 1779/80), no. 27.


8. John Millar, An Historical View of the English Government (hereafter HV) (London, 1818), Vol. IV, 218 and 233.


9. In this context, it is surprising that those historians who, like Lawrence Stone, remain captivated by their theory of the rise of ‘affective individualism’ in British society have yet to discover Millar’s treatment of love and matrimony. See Stone’s The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500–1800 (London, 1979), Ch.8.


10. Burke conducted an extensive correspondence with Scottish moralists and had particular praise for Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments. His treatment of the French Revolution parallels Scottish sentimental philosophy in its argument that the national community had its basis in ‘moral sentiments’ rather than abstract rights or legal constitutions. Burke also agreed with writers like Millar that the most sensitive social locus was the family or the ‘little platoon’, which was ‘the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections’. By degrees, Burke argued, men and women’s affections were moulded into a ‘love to our country and to mankind’. It was precisely this sentimental analysis which led both Burke and the Scots to complain about the decline of love in modern society and to lament the gradual erosion of the Gothic inheritance. See Edumund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, ed. William Todd (New York, 1959; London 1968), 55, 76 and 91.


11. In an earlier work, I argued that Scottish moralists transformed women into ‘perpetual adolescents’. See Virtuous Discourse: Sensibility and Community in Late Eighteenth-Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1987), 137. See also Barbara M. Benedict on the enlightened barriers to female equality in “‘Service to the Public’: William Creech and Sentiment for Sale’”, Sociability and Society in Eighteenth-Century Scotland, ed. John Dwyer and Richard Sher, special issue of Eighteenth-Century Life, 15, 1–2 (1991), 119–46.


12. Smith’s apology for capitalist agriculture was ‘based on replacing small peasant production by wage labour’; as such, it presumed the destruction of the traditional village community and the independence of the country labourer. See David McNally, Political Economy and the Rise of Capitalism: A Reinterpretation (Berkeley, 1988), 261.


13. A classic example of the Scottish Enlightenment’s hostility to characteristics that are intrinsically ‘national’ is David Hume’s attempt to expunge ‘Scotticisms’ from the language. See David Hume, Political Discourses (Edinburgh, 1752), Appendix.





1
SELF-INTEREST AND SYMPATHY: THE ETHICAL FOUNDATION OF SMITHEAN ECONOMICS


This chapter attempts to explore the connections between Smith’s ethics and his economics. While Smith’s description of the workings of human sympathy in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) underscored the role played by sociability and self-command in supporting a complex society, it also allocated an extremely important role to behaviour that can only be construed as selfish. To Smith’s mind, there was no inconsistency between sociability and self-interest. A degree of self-centredness was not only perfectly natural but a propensity which was built into the sympathetic process. It was not something that could or should be eradicated; it was, rather, something which needed to be moderated and controlled. The sympathetic process ensured that self-interest would not step beyond the bounds of propriety, where it could become a socially lethal force.


Smith’s appreciation of the role which self-interest moderated by sociability played in typical social relationships not only allowed him to counter the claims of those who, like Mandeville, reduced all ethical activity to self-love, and those who, like his teacher Hutcheson, disavowed any connection between virtue and selfishness. It also allowed him to imbue the prudent capitalist with socially valuable and even moral characteristics. It was precisely this controlled and ‘dispassionate desire’ for self-advancement, particularly on the part of small-scale agricultural capitalists, which Smith later extolled in the pages of The Wealth of Nations (1776).


I


Smith began his analysis of ‘sympathy’ in the final chapter of The Theory of Moral Sentiments by suggesting that it was nonsensical to regard a human being as a purely selfish creature. ‘There are evidently some principles in his nature,’ Smith maintained, ‘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.’1 He went on to argue that man’s natural sociability or propensity to sympathize was the fundamental foundation of human society and its normative structure. But, while this propensity to sympathise with others was part and parcel of the human emotional constitution, sympathy itself was the product of an often complex interpersonal negotiation. Man’s compassion, the desire to sympathize with the sorrow of others, for example, was extremely intense. But the ability to achieve and sustain sympathy with the painful feelings of others was more typically limited. It was restricted because men and women were also self-interested.2


If sociability was normal therefore, so was self-interest. ‘Every man,’ said Smith, was ‘no doubt, by nature, first and principally recommended to his own care.’3 The ‘preference which every man has for his own happiness above that of other people’ was perfectly ‘natural’, ‘fit’, and ‘right’. As sentient beings and as active agents, it was only natural that humans should be most deeply interested in what concerned themselves. This self-love came from nature and was already apparent in the behaviour of a young child who had little self-control, but ‘whatever are its emotions, whether fear, or grief, or anger, it endeavours always, by the violence of its outcries, to alarm, as much as it can, the attention of its nurse, or of its parents’.4


Because he believed that self-interest was perfectly natural and inextricably linked to the human instinct for self-preservation, Smith repeatedly condemned those ‘whining and melancholy moralists’ who were ‘perpetually reproaching us with our happiness’ or who sought to fan the ‘feeble spark of benevolence’ into a disinterested flame.5 It was not, he suggested, the Christian love of one’s neighbour, and much less the enlightened ideal of some abstract humankind, which caused individuals to act with tolerable decency and justice towards their fellows. It was a much more limited sociability and a desire for sympathy.6


Smith’s account of sympathy illuminated the way in which sociability led to self-control, checking the ‘arrogance of self-love’ and bringing ‘it down to something which other men can go along with’.7 Far from denying self-interest, however, Smithean sympathy not only affirmed man’s desire to pursue his own happiness with ‘earnest assiduity’, but also defended the competition for ‘wealth, honours, and preferments’. In the race for these, Smith asserted, the agent should ‘run as hard as he can, and strain every nerve and muscle, in order to outstrip his competitors’. And by doing so, the agent would actually obtain the sympathetic approval of any disinterested spectator. This was the case because human beings shared in and sympathized with the care for the self.


A more precise picture of the typical sympathetic process shows just how central to Smith’s ethical model this more powerful attention to the self than to the other was. In order to achieve sympathy between an agent and a spectator, the latter had to do two things. He had to first reconstruct the former’s particular emotion or motivation by ‘changing places in fancy’.8 Or, as Smith also put it, ‘by the imagination’ he ‘enters as it were into his body’ and becomes ‘in some measure the same person with him’.9 To Smith’s way of thinking, this ‘illusion of the imagination’, did not result in anything like an empathetic correspondence.10 The spectator could never experience exactly the same emotions as the agent. In most cases, the feelings of the spectator would fall far short of those of the agent or the person ‘principally’ concerned. The ‘imaginary change of situation’ upon which sympathy was based was typically momentary. Other emotions and thoughts, often of a self-interested kind, crowded in upon the mind and prevented the spectator from ‘conceiving any thing that approaches to the same degree of violence’.11


Smith provided an example of the ‘dull sensibility’ which a typical individual felt for the emotions of another by describing the behaviour of a person attending a funeral. The sorrow expressed at such a scene of grief ‘generally amounts to no more than an affected gravity,’ he suggested.12 Although the spectator of a scene of woe sometimes reproached himself for his lack of sensibility, and even worked himself ‘up into an artificial sympathy’, such a state was generally ‘slight’ and ‘transitory’. Human beings were far more concerned about their own problems than they were others. Though naturally sympathetic’, they ‘feel so little for another, with whom they have no particular connection, in comparison of what they feel for themselves’ that the ‘misery of one is of so little importance to them in comparison even of a small convenience of their own ...’13


The second thing which the spectator had to do was to decide whether or not the agent’s emotions and actions were appropriate to the given situation. As the spectator moved imperceptibly from imaginative reconstruction to judgement, so his emotional distance from the agent increased. As judge, he pronounced upon the ‘propriety’ or ‘impropriety’ of the ‘sentiments’ of the agent. The only standard for this judgement, the only ‘rule’ or ‘canon’, was whether ‘upon bringing the case home to our breast, we find that the sentiments . . . coincide and tally with our own’.14 Whereas men were extremely partial in evaluating their own emotions and actions, however, they were much more impartial when they examined the emotions of others.15


That man was primarily a selfish creature was recognized in the very nature of sympathetic exchange. Especially with regard to the ‘more extraordinary and important objects of self-interest’, a person appeared ‘mean-spirited’ who did not pursue such objects with ‘some degree of earnestness’.16 A private gentleman who did not try to obtain an estate, an M.P. who was not interested in his own election, a tradesman who did not try to drum up business, all would be regarded as ‘mean-spirited’ and ‘unworthy of attachment’. Regulated ambition was always admired in others and even extreme ambition sometimes ‘dazzled the imagination’ of the spectator. Wealth and power similarly swelled the sympathetic imagination and prompted the ‘industry of mankind’.17 A ‘want of the proper attention to the objects of self-interest’, on the other hand, rendered an individual ‘the object of pity’.18 Even when sympathy with self-interested behaviour and indulgence went beyond the bounds of wisdom and virtue, as Smith suggested it sometimes did in the uncritical approval which was given to the rich and powerful, it was in some sense ‘natural’ and served important social purposes. Man’s sympathy with the joy that wealth and power were thought to bring, for example, had resulted not only in a useful distinction of social ranks but in the advancement of civilization and the economy.19


II


Self-interest, therefore, played an important role in Smith’s delineation of sympathy and the social bond; he could be extremely critical of those moralists who sought to tease out the ‘benevolent principle’ of human nature at the expense of the ‘selfish motive’.20 At the same time, Smith warned that self-interest could be, and often was, excessive. In such cases, it not only went beyond the bounds of propriety and was detrimental to social cohesion and to morals. Left unchecked, self-interest invariably became a dangerous self-deceit. Under this ‘mysterious veil of self-delusion’, an individual was unable to judge his own feelings and behaviour to the extent that others might be able to go along with them.21 This same ‘self-deceit’, Smith maintained, was the ‘fatal weakness’ and the ‘source of half the disorders of human life’.22


Smith made this point most forcefully in his discussion of ‘duty’ in the third book of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. It was here that he offered the insight that Robbie Burns would later popularize. For he remarked: ‘If we saw ourselves in the light which others see us, or in which they would see us if they knew all, a reformation would generally be unavoidable’.23 Fortunately, Smith suggested, nature had not ‘abandoned us entirely to the delusions of self-love’.24 For the individual was not merely a self-interested being; he also sought to achieve sympathetic harmony with others. And, as a member of society, he had considerable practice in adopting the perspective of the ‘other’. If, in the capacity of an agent, he was largely propelled by selfish concerns, in the role of social spectator, he was inclined to put strict limits on the self-interest of others. For the spectator was not the person principally concerned, nor did he ‘feel the solicitations’ of the other’s passions.25


These restrictions upon self-interest were codified in social norms and ethics. They ranged from matters of mere propriety, through the norms of duty and, ultimately, into the realm of strict morals and virtue. Simple propriety led to such characteristics as neighbourliness, hospitality, and politeness; a sense of duty circumscribed the life of the good citizen; and the truly virtuous were characterized by an unusual and quite remarkable attention to the propriety of their emotions and behaviour, beyond what might normally have been expected by a social spectator.26 As seen through the lens of sympathetic exchange, the man of virtue combined an extraordinary degree of sensibility towards the emotions of others with a tight rein upon his own. He combined benevolence with self-control so far as to attract not only the sympathy but also the awe of others.27 He himself, however, was not moved by the admiration of real spectators but, rather, harkened to an ‘abstract and ideal spectator’ within his own breast.28
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