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Abstract

This paper argues that Smith’s criticism of Hume, especially that developed in
Part IV of The Theory of Moral Sentiments, can be read as Smith applying the
specific view of human nature presented in Hume’s epistemology. This view is
argued as a Humean framework that (a) recognises multiple mental processes
influencing judgment and (b) determines a natural one among them that has
a dominant and prevailing impact on the human mind. In this paper, I argue
that, drawing on this framework, Smith criticises Hume for failing to accurately
understand the natural principle of moral judgment.

Among the studies on Smith’s intellectual link to Hume, which tend to focus on
moral concepts, one that highlights Smith’s debts to Hume’s epistemology offers a
new perspective on the subject. In light of the analysis of the connection between
Smith and Hume, this paper has important implications, providing an alterna-
tive understanding of one of the most controversial passages in The Theory of
Moral Sentiments—the sentinel example.

Introduction

It has been a long time since the Adam Smith scholarship started to correct the oversim-
plified and somewhat biased image of Smith as ‘the father of modern economics’ One key
moment occurred around the completion of the Glasgow edition of Smith’s works in the
1970s-80s. The importance of The Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS)' has since been widely

' Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, D. D. Raphael and A. L. Macfie (eds),
(Oxford, 1976).
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recognised. This is not only because it provides the fundamental basis for a thorough under-
standing of Smith’s economic thought in An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth
of Nations, but also because many have begun to recognise Smith’s original ideas on ethics,
which remain relevant to political and ethical discussions today.?

Although there are many approaches to TMS, one involves examining how Smith constructs
his argument in response to the other thinkers of his time. If we concentrate on the spe-
cific approach to morality suggested in the title of his book, Francis Hutcheson and David
Hume are particularly prominent, as all three share the core belief that morality cannot be
explained without referencing emotions or sentiments.®> Consequently, considerable effort
has been dedicated to exploring their connections. In line with this direction, the paper aims
to deepen our understanding of Smith’s moral theory by examining his relationship with
David Hume.

This paper argues that Smith’s criticism of Hume, especially that developed in Part IV of TMS,
can be seen as Smith’s application of a specific view of human nature presented in Hume’s
epistemology. More specifically, it concerns Smith’s reinterpretation of Hume'’s argument
that describes natural propensities in contrast to reflection, assigning a more dominant
mental influence to the former. In light of this understanding of the relationship between
Smith and Hume, I will show that the gist of Smith’s criticism of Hume is not about a simple
question as to whether moral judgment is derived from sympathy or reflection on utility, but
rather about determining the natural propensity of the mind that affects our moral judg-
ment. Hence, this argument is broadly twofold: (a) to reveal Smith’s debts to Hume’s episte-
mology and (b) to revisit Smith’s criticism of Hume. Before turning to the main discussion, I
would like to briefly touch on each point.

First, this paper discusses Smith’s connection to Hume; however, this approach is not
entirely novel. Many Smith scholars have explored this issue. One of the examples notes
that Smith adopts Hume’s concept of ‘The science of man) implying it shaped Smith’s over-
all approach and methodology.* Furthermore, because the primary focus of TMS is moral
subjects, it is natural that considerable attention has been paid to Hume’s moral arguments,

2 One areareceiving much attention is Smith’s sentimentalist approach to morality. Studies
relating to this topic include, Michael L. Frazer, The Enlightenment of Sympathy: Justice
and the Moral Sentiments in the Eighteenth Century and Today (Oxford, 2010); Michelle
A. Schwarze, Recognizing Resentment: Sympathy, Injustice, and Liberal Political Thought
(Cambridge, 2020).

3 D. D. Raphael, ‘The Impartial Spectator’ in A. S. Skinner and T. Wilson (eds), Essays on
Adam Smith (Oxford, 1975), 85.

4 Christopher]J.Berry,‘Adam Smith’s “Science of Human Nature”, History of Political Economy,
44 (2012), 471-492; Maria P. Paganelli and Fabrizio Simon, ‘Crime and Punishment: Adam
Smith’s Theory of Sentimental Law and Economics) Journal of the History of Economic
Thought, 44 (2022), 268-287.
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which seem directly relevant to TMS. Although the most obvious topic might be ‘sympathy’®
much research has been dedicated to Smith’s critique of Hume’s utilitarian view of morality.°®

Although the tendency to focus on Hume’s moral theory is understandable, it seems to
downplay one of Hume’s most important contributions to philosophy, that is, epistemology.
Indeed, compared to the studies mentioned above, few scholars explore the link between
Smith’s moral theory and Hume’s epistemology.” This raises questions as to whether their
intellectual relationships have been properly assessed, given the historical records suggest-
ing their close friendships.® That is, if Smith did indeed read A Treatise of Human Nature
(Treatise)® in Balliol, which Hume considered to contain philosophically important implica-
tions, it seems strange that Smith learned nothing from Hume’s epistemology. Following
‘a prolegomenon to a more sustained and more fully developed reconsideration of Smith’s
debts to Hume''"” I will consider this intellectual relationship in detail and propose that Smith
adopted a particular view of human nature from Hume.

Second, drawing on this connection between Hume and Smith, I argue that Smith’s critique
of Hume can be understood differently than previous research. More specifically, I will show
that Smith’s view of moral judgment is more nuanced than the common understanding,
which tends to simplify the contrast between Hume and Smith as utility versus sympathy. My
interpretation also has some implications for Smith’s famous statement on the punishment
of a sentinel (TMS IL.ii.3.11), suggesting that his remarks should be regarded as an integral
part of his moral theory, rather than an exception.

> F.L.Van Holthoon, ‘Adam Smith and David Hume: with Sympathy, Utilitas, 5 (1993), 35-48.

6 Studies that touch on this subject include Tom D. Campbell, Adam Smith’s Science of
Morals (London, 1971); Marie A. Martin, ‘Utility and Morality: Adam Smith’s Critique of
Hume’ Hume Studies, 16 (1990),107-120; Shinji Nohara, ‘Who Can Enjoy Justice? Its National
Limits in David Hume and Adam Smith), History of European Ideas, (2025), 1-20; Spencer
J. Pack and Eric Schliesser, ‘Smith’'s Humean Criticism of Hume's Account of the Origin
of Justice, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 44 (2006), 47-63; Paganelli and Simon,
‘Crime and Punishment: Adam Smith’s Theory of Sentimental Law and Economics’ (2022);
Frederick Rosen, ‘The Idea of Utility in Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments),
History of European Ideas, 26 (2000), 79-103; Paul Sagar, ‘Beyond sympathy: Smith’s rejec-
tion of Hume’s moral theory, British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 25 (2017), 681-
705. For more comprehensive studies covering many topics on moral philosophy shared
by Hume and Smith, see, for example, Ryan Patrick Hanley, ‘Hume and Smith on Moral
Philosophy. in P. Russell (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Hume (New York, 2020), 708-728.

7 Jeffrey T. Young, ‘The Humean Fundations of Adam Smith’s Theoy of Property, Journal
of the History of Economic Thought, 30 (2008), 49-64; Ryan Patrick Hanley, ‘Scepticism
and naturalism in Adam Smith] in Vivienne Brown and Samuel Fleischacker (eds), The
Philosophy of Adam Smith: The Adam Smith Review, vol. 5 (New York, 2010), 198-212.

8 Nicholas T. Phillipson, Adam Smith: An Enlightened Life (New Haven, 2010).

9 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature: Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental
Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects, D. F. Norton and M. J. Norton (eds), (Oxford, 2007).

0 Ryan Patrick Hanley, ‘Scepticism and naturalism in Adam Smith), in Vivienne Brown and
Samuel Fleischacker (eds), The Philosophy of Adam Smith: The Adam Smith Review, vol. 5
(New York, 2010), 208.
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In summary, this paper aims to open a new perspective on Smith’s relationship with Hume by
proposing an alternative approach to this subject. In so doing, it offers a fresh understanding
of one of the most debated aspects of Smith’s moral theory: the sentinel example. To sup-
port these points, the argument is divided into three parts. In the next section, I will turn to
Hume’s argument on the scepticism of the senses and highlight an aspect of Hume’s argu-
ment that I believe influenced Smith. In section two, [ revisit Smith’s critique of Hume in TMS
and determine exactly on which point Smith disagrees with Hume. In the final section, I argue
that Smith’s critique of Hume can be interpreted as Smith’s application of a particular view
on human nature presented by Hume and present some implications of my interpretation.

1. The natural principle in Hume’s epistemology

To begin with, it is necessary to clarify the framework that I argue Smith learned from Hume."
It is not about the specific content of natural beliefs discussed by, for example, Norman
Smith,”” but about a specific view of the human mind. This framework has two points. First,
it recognises different mental states, which might lead us to arrive at different conclusions
on a given issue depending on which thought process prevails. Second, one of those distinct
processes is more dominant and influential than the other and is called natural. This is the
general framework that I argue Smith reinterprets in TMS.

To locate the framework within Hume’s epistemology, let us examine his argument con-
cerning scepticism about the senses in Book One, Part Four of Treatise, as an example. The
primary focus of this section is our beliefs in external objects. Specifically, Hume aims to
analyse ‘the causes which induce us to believe in the existence of body’ (T 1.4.2.2). I will con-
centrate here on his description of the process by which we form ‘the opinion of a continud
or of a distinct existence’ (T 1.4.2.2), and divide it into three stages for analysis.

The first stage is where we come to believe ‘a continu'd as well as an invariable existence’ (T
1.4.2.37). To elucidate how we conceive this idea, Hume begins the argument by explaining
how we attribute identity to perceptions or objects that are interrupted but similar. It should
be noted that when explaining this stage, Hume explicitly assumes a careless attitude that
does not distinguish between perceptions and objects, which he describes as ‘the opinions
and belief of the vulgar with regard to the existence of body’ (T 1.4.2.31). How then do we
believe distinct but similar perceptions identical? While Hume’s explanation is rather com-
plicated, the resemblance is essential here, as he states:

" Some studies have identified Humean elements in Smith’s thought, describing them as
Humean Frameworks. Those studies include Hanley 2010; Pack and Schliesser 2006; Erik
W. Matson, ‘Adam Smith’s Humean attitude towards science: Illustrated by “The History
of Astronomy”, in Fonna Forman (ed.), The Adam Smith Review, vol. 11 (New York, 2019),
265-280.

2° Norman Smith, ‘The Naturalism of Hume (I), Mind, 14 (1905), 149-173.
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When we have been accustom'd to observe a constancy in certain impres-
sions, and have found, that the perception of the sun or ocean, for instance,
returns upon us after an absence or annihilation with like parts and in a like
order, as at its first appearance, we are not apt to regard these interrupted
perceptions as different,... but on the contrary consider them as individually
the same, upon account of their resemblance’ (T 1.4.2.24).

Resemblance here includes not only the resemblance between each perception but also that
between the dispositions we have when viewing an object with perfect identity and when
seeing similar but separate perceptions (T 1.4.2.32). In other words, the resemblance between
separate but similar perceptions causes a seamless flow of imagination, which can be mis-
taken for the experience of observing an object with a perfect identity without any interrup-
tion. Consequently, according to Hume, an association of ideas and a similar association of
dispositions lead us to ascribe identity to distinct but similar perceptions (T 1.4.2.32).

However, in the second stage, we reflect on the idea of continued existence and become
sceptical of it. Hume observes:

But tho’ we are led after this manner, by the natural propensity of the imagina-
tion, to ascribe a continu'd existence to those sensible objects or perceptions,
which we find to resemble each other in their interrupted appearance; yet a
very little reflection and philosophy is sufficient to make us perceive the fallacy
of that opinion.”® (T 1.4.2.44)

According to Hume, even though we believe in a continued and distinct existence in the
first stage, our mental process does not stop there. We move on to reflect on this matter
and realise that the idea cannot be sustained, because it is clear not only that, if we reason
strictly, we cannot ascribe identity to separated but similar perceptions, but also that ‘our
perceptions are not possest of any independent existence’ (T 1.4.2.45). If you were one of
those reading Treatise for the first time, you might expect this reflection would persuade us
not to fall into the same mistake; however, Hume tells a different story.

In the third stage, according to Hume, we attempt to resolve the detected contradiction by
differentiating between perceptions and objects and regard the latter as a distinct continued
existence, as he says:

The natural consequence of this reasoning shou'd be, that our perceptions
have no more a continu'd than an independent existence; and indeed philoso-
phers have so far run into this opinion, that they change their system, and dis-
tinguish...betwixt perceptions and objects, of which the former are suppos'd
to be interrupted, and perishing, and different at every different return; the
latter to be uninterrupted, and to preserve a continu'd existence and identity.
(T 1.4.2.46)

¥ The emphasis is mine.
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Does this solution work? Hume says no because it lacks a reasonable foundation. That is, our
causal inference can only operate among perceptions and will never extend beyond them
to reach objects that are separate from perceptions (T 1.4.2.47). Then, in Hume’s account of
our belief in external bodies, we end up with another unreasonable hypothesis to avoid the
false idea of assuming continued existence. How does this seemingly unreasonable situation
occur? According to Hume, it is due to the same principle that initially led us to believe in the
mistaken idea of continuous existence at the first stage, as he claims that this ‘philosophical
system acquires all its influence on the imagination from the vulgar one’ (T 1.4.2.49).

So far, we have reconstructed Hume'’s argument concerning the scepticism of the senses.
Hume appears to describe a series of mental processes in which we swing between two dif-
ferent mental states. First, he explains why we believe in the idea of continued existence.
However, we do not stop there; we reflect on its plausibility and find it false. This implies
that our beliefs in continued existence lack solid, rational grounds. Then, not being satisfied
with this conclusion, we seek for another theory that could be compatible with the idea of
continued existence, which had already been dismissed by reflection in the second stage;
therefore, we distinguish between perceptions and objects, insisting that objects should be
considered continued and distinct. In short, Hume’s description illustrates how we revert to
the first principle after experiencing a reflective state.

It should be noted that the principle which induces people to believe in the idea of continued
existence is characterised as natural by Hume; for instance, Hume argues that ‘we are led
after this manner, by the natural propensity of the imagination, to ascribe a continu'd exist-
ence to those sensible objects or perceptions’ (T 1.4.2.44).

Furthermore, Hume writes how dominant and influential this natural principle is in our mind
as follows:

There is a great difference betwixt such opinions as we form after a calm and
profound reflection, and such as we embrace by a kind of instinct or natu-
ral impulse, on account of their suitableness and conformity to the mind. If
these opinions become contrary, ’tis not difficult to foresee which of them
will have the advantage. As long as our attention is bent upon the subject, the
philosophical and study’d principle may prevail; but the moment we relax our
thoughts, nature will display herself, and draw us back to our former opinion.
Nay she has sometimes such an influence, that she can stop our progress,
even in the midst of our most profound reflections, and keep us from run-
ning on with all the consequences of any philosophical opinion. Thus tho’ we
clearly perceive the dependence and interruption of our perceptions, we stop
short in our career, and never upon that account reject the notion of an inde-
pendent and continu'd existence. That opinion has taken such deep root in
the imagination, that 'tis impossible ever to eradicate it, nor will any strain'd
metaphysical conviction of the dependence of our perceptions be sufficient
for that purpose. (T 1.4.2.51)

28



Journal of Scottish Thought 15.1 (2026)

From the examination above, it seems clear that Hume captures multiple principles at work,
which would lead to forming different views on the given subject, while pinpointing the nat-
ural one as a prominent principle of the human mind. According to his analysis of scepticism
about the senses, we can approach the same subject, namely external things, from different
perspectives, and the natural principle is more likely to influence the way we approach the
issue than the reflective attitude that doubts the truth of the idea of continued existence.

Before proceeding to the next section, two points should be noted. First, when I say Hume
acknowledges multiple principles at work in the preceding paragraph, I follow Hume’s usage
of the term, when he states that ‘[a]s long as our attention is bent upon the subject, the philo-
sophical and study'd principle may prevail; but the moment we relax our thoughts, nature
will display herself, and draw us back to our former opinion.... But tho’ our natural and obvi-
ous principles here prevail above our study'd reflections, ’tis certain there must be some
struggle and opposition in the case; at least so long as these reflections retain any force
or vivacity™ (T 1.4.2.51-52). I do not understand the opposition between the philosophical
and studied principle and the natural principle to be one between distinct mental faculties.
Indeed, many scholars seem to accept the view that imagination is a key concept underly-
ing Hume’s philosophy.” For the present case, it can be taken as ‘the conflict between causal
reasoning and the belief in “continu’d and distinct” existences™, both of which can be con-
sidered to have imagination as their foundation. Still, Hume seems to admit different mental
states or processes that can produce conflicting views on the same subject and to express
them as different principles in some parts of Treatise.

Second, I have confined my analysis to Hume’s argument of scepticism about the senses. It is
reasonable to ask whether the same framework can be found in the other arguments in Book
One of Treatise. While the importance of the task cannot be denied, it would require at least
a thorough examination of each section of Part 4 of Treatise, which I cannot provide within
the space allowed in this paper. For the present, I would like to note that some scholars have
pointed out the connection between the discussion of scepticism about the senses and the
conclusion of Treatise,” which would indirectly show the significance of that argument in his
entire philosophical inquiry in Book One of Treatise.

The next section revisits Smith’s criticism of Hume, with the framework determined in this
section in mind.

4 The emphasis is mine.

5 This includes D. Garrett, Cognition and Commitment in Hume’s Philosophy (New York,
1997); D. Owen, Hume’s Reason (New York, 1999); L. E. Loeb, Stability and Justification in
Hume’s Treatise (New York, 2002); T. Magri, Hume’s Imagination (New York, 2022).

16 Garrett (1997), 208.

7" Garrett (1997), 207-208; Owen (1999), 209-211.
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2. Smith’s critique of Hume: Disagreement regarding
the natural principle of moral judgment™

Since Part IV of TMS is widely recognised as a dedicated critique of Hume’s view on moral
judgment, it has been heavily relied on when Smith students examine how his theory diverges
from Hume’s; however, in examining that part, Hume’s epistemology has received little con-
sideration.” In this section, I reconsider Smith’s criticism of Hume to illustrate that this
critique can be read as Smith’s application of Hume’s framework to his moral theory.

Regarding the arguments presented before Part IV of TMS, he clarifies the roles assigned
to them: while Part I and II focus on our moral judgments of others, Part III centres on the
moral judgment of oneself (TMS IIL.1.1). In these three parts, Smith largely employs the same
principle (TMS II1.1.2): sympathy. According to Smith, we make moral judgments based on
our sympathetic emotions experienced through imaginary changes of situations (TMS L.i.1.2,
[.i.3.1). Hence, it is fair to say that Smith’s arguments regarding moral judgment before Part
IV of TMS rely on this principle of sympathy.

In Part 1V, titled ‘The Effect of Utility upon the Sentiment of Approbation) Smith responds to
views that seem different to those presented in the first three parts of TMS. In Smith schol-
arship, this section is generally interpreted as Smith’s critique of Hume,?® with the implica-
tion that Smith refers to Hume when he states, ‘[t]he same ingenious and agreeable author
who first explained why utility pleases, has been so struck with this view of things, as to
resolve our whole approbation of virtue into a perception of this species of beauty which
results from the appearance of utility’ (TMS IV.2.3). In fact, Smith’s description of the theory—
that virtuous qualities, ‘according to this system, are originally valued as useful to ourselves’
or ‘esteemed on account of their usefulness to others’ (TMS IV.2.5)—appears to align with
Hume’s idea of four distinct sources of pleasure and pain, which form the basis of moral judg-
ment (T 3.3.1.30).

What Smith first questions is whether our moral approbation and disapprobation are, as
Hume insists, derived from recognising the utility of each character (TMS IV.2.1-3). In other
words, Smith asks whether we approve of a character because we reflect on its usefulness
to society or individuals. There are two reasons that lead scholars to conclude that Smith
entirely rejects Hume’s view. First, this explanation seems different from what Smith aimed

18 Part of the discussion here overlaps with the discussion in my monograph, Adam Smith’s
Moral Theory: The Complexity of the Human Mind and Moral Judgements (in Japanese)
(Keiso Shobo, 2024), but I have renewed all my arguments for the purpose of this paper,
which sets apart this section from the discussion in the book.

¥ Though the point I am going to treat in the following discussion has already been inti-
mated by Marie Martin, who states ‘[w]hat Smith is doing here is extending Hume’s
theory of natural judgments to the moral realm’ (Martin 1990, 114), I believe this point has
not been fully developed. If we thoroughly examine Hume’s framework in Smith’s moral
theory, we can offer a somewhat radical and contentious interpretation.

20 For example, Pack and Schliesser write ‘Smith devotes the whole of Part IV of TMS to a
respectful criticism of Hume’s view’ (Pack and Schliesser 2006, 53).
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to establish earlier in the discussion of TMS, namely, sympathy. Second, Smith himself seems
to clarify this point, when he says:

But still I affirm, that it is not the view of this utility or hurtfulness which is either
the first or principal source of our approbation and disapprobation. These sen-
timents are no doubt enhanced and enlivened by the perception of the beauty
or deformity which results from this utility or hurtfulness. But still, I say, they
are originally and essentially different from this perception. (TMS IV.2.3)

Thus, it appears evident that Smith is trying to distance himself from Hume’s view. Smith’s
illustrations about prudence (TMS IV.2.6-8) and generous qualities such as benevolence and
justice (TMS 1V.2.9-11), and Hume’s explanation of both qualities (T 3.3.3-4) are in stark con-
trast. Of course, the accuracy of Smith’s depiction of Hume’s moral theory can be questioned.
This point was noted early on by Thomas Reid, who states, ‘Doctor Smith has given the most
distinct and Accurate Account that is to be found any where of the Several Theories concern-
ing Morals both Ancient & moderns that were before him, excepting Mr Humes [sic] System’*
Nevertheless, it seems clear that Smith'’s intention is to distance himself from Hume’s theory:
The next question is, at exactly which point does Smith disagree with Hume?

The simplest answer would be that while Hume believes moral judgment is based on utility,
Smith considers it based on sympathy. One example representing this view can be found in D.
D. Raphael’s claim that ‘Hume is by and large a utilitarian. Adam Smith is an anti-utilitarian’?
For another example, A. L. Macfie observes that ‘Smith then was not a utilitarian, even in
Hume’s sense’? Although this contrast between utility and sympathy seems to be implic-
itly accepted since it is noted by the editors of the Glasgow edition of TMS, my view in this
paper aligns more closely with that of Smith’s contemporary, Dugald Stewart. In ‘Account of
the Life and Writings of Adam Smith, LL.D., he describes the relationship between Smith and
Hume as follows:

According to Mr Hume, all the qualities which are denominated virtuous, are
useful either to ourselves or to others, and the pleasure which we derive from
the view of them is the pleasure of utility. Mr Smith, without rejecting entirely
Mr Hume’s doctrine, proposes another of his own, far more comprehensive; a
doctrine with which he thinks all the most celebrated theories of morality
invented by his predecessors coincide in part, and from some partial view of
which he apprehends that they have all proceeded.*

2 J. C. Stewart-Robertson, and David Fate Norton, ‘Thomas Reid on Adam Smith’s Theory of
Morals’, Journal of the History of Ideas 45(1984), 310.

22 D.D.Raphael, ‘Hume and Adam Smith on Justice and Utility, Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society, 73 (1973), 88.

= A. L. Macfie, The Individual in Society: Papers on Adam Smith (London, 1967), 48.

% The emphasis is mine. Dugald Stewart, ‘Account of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith) in
W. P. D. Wightman and J. C. Bryce (eds), Essays on Philosophical Subjects (Glasgow Edition)
(Oxford, 1980), 279.
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Stewart’s testimony indicates that Smith’s theory does not exclude Hume’s view; instead, the
former develops a moral theory that can comprehend the latter. This suggests that Smith’s
critique of Hume cannot be seen as an exclusive opposition between utilitarian and sympa-
thetic perspectives. There are several reasons to support this interpretation.

First, it aligns with Smith’s statement that we sometimes pass verdicts based solely on utility.
One example appears in one of the most discussed passages in TMS, in which Smith men-
tions punishment for a sentinel who falls asleep during duty. He argues that ‘[u]pon some
occasions, indeed, we both punish and approve of punishment, merely from a view to the
general interest of society? (TMS ILii.3.11). Although this has been considered one of the dif-
ficulties in TMS,?¢ it would not cause confusion if we understand that Smith does not exclude
moral judgment based on utility. In my view, Craig Smith provides an accurate explanation.
He argues that ‘[i]n Smith’s own account the long term utility of punishing the Centinel [sic]
involves different sentiments and a different thought process to that involved in punishing
the murderer. The centinel example demonstrates that there may be occasions where the
demands of distinct moral sentiments that produce distinct moral judgment processes can
come into conflict'? I agree with the view that Smith describes two distinct moral senti-
ments in the passage about the sentinel.

Second, Smith himself counts what he describes as utilitarian judgment to be among the
sources of moral sentiments. Near the end of TMS, Smith summarises his theory as follows:

When we approve of any character or action, the sentiments which we feel,
are, according to the foregoing system, derived from four sources, which are
in some respects different from one another. First, we sympathize with the
motives of the agent][...]; and, last of all, when we consider such actions as mak-
ing a part of a system of behaviour which tends to promote the happiness either of
the individual or of the society, they appear to derive a beauty from this utility, not
unlike that which we ascribe to any well-contrived machine.” (TMS VILiii.3.16)

It is notable that Smith includes what, according to some scholars, he opposes in Part IV
of TMS as a source of moral sentiments, using expressions similar to those he employed
in his critique of Hume. While Smith argues ‘it seems impossible that the approbation of
virtue should be a sentiment of the same kind with that by which we approve of a conveni-
ent and well-contrived building® (TMS 1V.2.4), he does not deny a form of beauty, which is
derived from utility and ‘which we ascribe to any well-contrived machine’*® as a source of our
moral sentiments.

» The emphasis is mine.

%6 Campbell 1971; A. W. Norrie, ‘Punishment and Justice in Adam Smith) Ratio Juris, 2 (1989),
227-239; Raphael 1973.

7 Craig Smith, ‘Adam Smith on Philosophy and Religion) Ruch Filozoficzny, 74 (2018), 34.

28 The emphasis is mine.

2 The emphasis is mine.

30 The emphasis is mine.
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Now, if we return to Smith’s initial reaction to Hume, it actually aligns with Smith’s com-
prehensive view of moral judgment. For example, when Smith claims that ‘it is not the view
of this utility or hurtfulness which is either the first or principal source of our approbation
and disapprobation’ (TMS 1V.2.3), this remark merely excludes utility from being ‘the first or
principal source’ of moral approbation, but not from any qualification as a moral sentiment.
Accordingly, the situation might not be as straightforward as Leslie Stephen’s brief descrip-
tion that ‘Adam Smith tried to resolve all our moral sentiments into sympathy’?

Suppose that Smith does not exclude utility as a source of moral sentiments. Smith’s critique
of Hume should not be interpreted as a binary choice between utility and sympathy. What I
would like to claim here is that Smith’s fundamental concern was not choosing between the
two ways of moral judgment but comprehending their relationship. The clues to this under-
standing lie in his insistence that utilitarian reflection is not the first or principal source of
moral sentiment. What does Smith mean by this? Two things can be considered. Firstly, con-
sidering utility requires a reflection that demands a stretch of imagination, which explains
why utility is not, according to Smith, ‘the first’ source of our moral sentiments. For example,
Smith argues:

This utility, when we come to view it, bestows upon them, undoubtedly, a new
beauty, and upon that account still further recommends them to our approba-
tion. This beauty, however, is chiefly perceived by men of reflection and specula-
tion, and is by no means the quality which first recommends such actions to
the natural sentiments of the bulk of mankind.** (TMS IV.2.11)

Thus, according to Smith, recognising utility involves a more complex thought process than
sympathy; therefore, for most people, it is not the first thing that comes to mind.

Secondly, Smith observes that people tend to be influenced by the sympathetic process
rather than through utilitarian reflection. For example, Smith explains why people tend
to become obedient to the powerful and wealthy, referring to ‘a peculiar sympathy’, which
causes us to enter into them and ‘favour all their inclinations, and forward all their wishes’
(TMS L.iii.2.2). In this discussion, he contrasts ‘the doctrine of reason and philosophy’, which
is characterised by ‘a regard to the utility of such submission] with ‘the doctrine of Nature),
which concerns sympathy with the rich and powerful (TMS Liii.2.3). Smith thus emphasises
how much more dominant and influential the latter principle is compared to the former:

That kings are the servants of the people, to be obeyed, resisted, deposed, or
punished, as the public conveniency may require, is the doctrine of reason and
philosophy; but it is not the doctrine of Nature. Nature would teach us to sub-
mit to them for their own sake, to tremble and bow down before their exalted
station, to regard their smile as a reward sufficient to compensate any services,

3t Leslie Stephen, History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century, vol. 2 (London, 1876), 63.
32 The emphasis is mine.
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and to dread their displeasure, though no other evil were to follow from it, as
the severest of all mortifications.... and their conduct must, either justly or
unjustly, have excited the highest degree of all those passions [=fear, hatred
and resentment], before the bulk of the people can be brought to oppose them
with violence.... Even when the people have been brought this length, they are
apt to relent every moment, and easily relapse into their habitual state of defer-
ence to those whom they have been accustomed to look upon as their natural
superiors.® (TMS L.iii.2.3)

So, it can be argued that, for Smith, utility is not the ‘principal’ source of moral judgment
either. Smith observes that we might sometimes reflectively consider political issues, such
as the right of resistance, but such a reflection can be easily overridden by another mental
process: sympathy.

To summarise our analysis, Smith views utility and sympathy as distinct sources of moral
judgment, indicating that he recognises distinct mental processes that could produce dif-
ferent moral judgments. Also, Smith observes that considering utility is more reflective
or philosophical and less prominent in the mind, whereas sympathy is less reflective or
philosophical and more dominant. It should be added that, by emphasising these aspects
of sympathy, Smith seems to characterise sympathy as the natural process for moral judg-
ment, as his contrast between ‘the doctrine of reason and philosophy’ and ‘the doctrine of
Nature’ suggests.

With these points in mind, let us consider another key passage in the final part of TMS, where
Smith is considered to discuss the difference between his theory and Hume’s. Smith says:

That system which places virtue in utility, coincides too with that which makes
it consist in propriety..... The only difference between it and that which I have
been endeavouring to establish, is, that it makes utility, and not sympathy, or
the correspondent affection of the spectator, the natural and original measure
of this proper degree.** (TMS VILii.3.21).

The phrase ‘the natural and original measure’ was added in the fourth edition of TMS, but it
is crucial for understanding Smith’s critique of Hume because it seems to highlight the exact
point where Smith disagrees with him. That is, the essential problem for Smith was what
should be regarded as the natural principle of moral judgment. To recap what we have estab-
lished so far, Smith admits that in some cases we can pass moral judgments based solely on
utilitarian reflection, but he also notes that it is not the most influential or dominant mental
process in the mind; for Smith, the natural principle is sympathy, not reflection on utility.
Smith’s disagreement with Hume therefore primarily concerns how to understand the rela-
tionship between different mental processes within human nature. Consequently, when we
return to the question ‘exactly on which point does Smith disagree with Hume?’, the answer
[ offer is that Hume fails to understand the natural principle of moral judgment correctly.

3 The emphasis is mine.
3 The emphasis is mine.
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What enables Smith’s criticism of Hume is his recognition of the multiple mental processes
that produce moral judgment. I think this is one of the most notable features of TMS among
his contemporary moralists, who tended to build moral theories on a single principle. For
instance, Francis Hutcheson sought to identify a specific sense that functions in moral judg-
ment, and Joseph Butler clearly acknowledged the central role of conscience in his analysis
of human nature. In my view, neither of them seriously addresses the case in which different
mental processes lead to conflicts among moral sentiments, as in the sentinel example, nor
do they pay attention to determining the relationship between different mental processes
concerning moral judgment.

In the final section, I argue that Smith developed this unique moral theory by applying
the framework within Hume’s epistemology, and I also consider some implications of my
interpretations.

3. Smith’s Humean critique and its implications

Although TMS can be seen as unique compared to other moral theories of its time in treating
different mental processes that concern moral judgment, Hume appears to have developed
his epistemology with a similar framework. Like Smith, Hume’s epistemology addresses mul-
tiple mental processes that can influence our judgment, while also recognising that we tend
to view things from a particular perspective, which he describes as natural.

Based on the analyses so far, I present the following interpretation: Smith’s critique of Hume
in TMS is his application of Hume’s framework within his epistemological argument. The
framework shared by Hume and Smith implies multiple thought processes and a specific
relationship between them. In Hume’s case, while we are often led to believe in the exist-
ence of external objects, we can sometimes reflect on this idea and detect its falsehood.
Similarly, Smith argues that moral judgments are sometimes derived from utilitarian reflec-
tion, but in many cases, they are derived from sympathy. Smith’s criticism of Hume is that
Hume mistakenly considered reflection on utility as the natural principle of moral judgment
and misunderstood the relationship between utilitarian reflection and sympathy, reversing
their positions.

It is true that, since Smith himself did not present any proper epistemological arguments
apart from ‘Of the External Senses’, he might be considered less interested in that subject.
However, Smith is said to have enthusiastically studied Treatises, especially while he was in
Oxford, and we cannot overlook the view that Smith admired the idea of ‘The science of man’
and that the series of lectures he gave in Edinburgh from 1748-51 were partly inspired by it.*
If this is the case, it does not sound implausible that Smith, one of Hume’s closest friends,
was impressed and inspired by the way the latter treated human nature.

A question that might arise is whether we cannot find the same element in Hume’s moral the-
ory as discussed in Book III of Treatise. In other words, one may ask whether Smith borrowed
the framework from Hume’s moral theory. To this, I would respond that although Hume

% Phillipson 2010; Ian Simpson Ross, The Life of Adam Smith (Oxford, 1995).
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appears to have a view that different thought processes affect moral judgment, it is uncer-
tain whether this view plays a central role in his moral theory, as it does in his epistemology.

In some places, Hume seems to observe that multiple mental processes could influence us
in moral matters. For instance, Hume argues that we may hold different attitudes towards
those who have pride, depending on whether the principle of sympathy or that of compari-
son is dominant (T 3.3.2.2-7). Furthermore, at some points Hume appears to endorse a view
similar to Smith’s; for example, he writes that ‘men, in the ordinary conduct of life, look not
so far as the public interest, when they pay their creditors, perform their promises, and
abstain from theft, and robbery, and injustice of every kind. That is a motive too remote and
too sublime to affect the generality of mankind, and operate with any force in actions so con-
trary to private interest as are frequently those of justice and common honesty’ (T 3.2.1.11).

However, there is a significant difference between Books I and III. Hume does not seem to
grant a fundamental role to the pluralism of mental processes in his moral theory. Instead
of emphasising the diversity of mental principles, he appears to focus on reducing his argu-
ments to a single principle. Thus, while claiming that pleasure can be derived from actions
that tend to benefit society through sympathy (T 3.3.1.11), Hume also asserts that the same
principle of sympathy explains our distinction between virtue and vice, which ‘may seem to
flow from the immediate pleasure or uneasiness’ (T 3.3.1.29). Hume thus explains the four
well-known sources of pleasure and pain underpinning our moral judgment from the single
principle of sympathy. Here, we see a clear contrast between the conclusion of Book I, where
Hume cannot help but confess his discomfort at facing contradictions among different men-
tal processes, and the conclusion of Book III, where he, without hesitation, affirms that ‘sym-
pathy is a very powerful principle in human nature’ (T 3.3.6.1). One might interpret Hume
as a reductionist regarding the human mind in Book I, explaining every phenomenon from
imagination; still, he had to face serious conflict between the natural and the philosophical
states, which I think is missing in Book III.

Whether Smith’s representation of Hume’s moral theory is accurate remains debatable,
especially regarding his description of the theory of utility in Part IV of TMS, which may be
misleading as it suggests that reflection on utility is the only significant aspect of Hume’s
moral theory. However, at least it can be safely said that Smith would not agree with Hume’s
writing that ‘[m]ost people will readily allow, that the useful qualities of the mind are virtu-
ous, because of their utility. This way of thinking is so natural, and occurs on so many occa-
sions, that few will make any scruple of admitting it™¢ (T 3.3.6.2).%

% The emphasis is mine.

¥ Since ‘general rules’ (T 1.3.15.2) can be considered related to the reflective state in Hume’s
argument, another question might arise as to whether that concept provides any link to
the present discussion. As I have discussed elsewhere, in Smith’s moral theory the gen-
eral rules are introduced as a remedy for self-deceit, the problem accompanying sympa-
thetic moral judgment; hence, the concept of the general rules is, in my view, not directly
related to the reflection on utility discussed in this paper. Regarding the place of the
concept of the general rules in Smith’s moral theory, see Hiroyuki Ota, ‘Butler and Adam
Smith on Conscience, Self-deceit and General Rules! in D. Arie, M. Okubo and N. Yajima
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Let us assume that the argument made thus far has some validity. This not only opens up a
new possibility for understanding the relationship between Smith and Hume but also has
some implications for one of the most controversial passages in TMS: the sentinel example. As
we have seen, Smith concedes that we sometimes make moral judgment ‘merely from a view
to the general interest of society’ (TMS ILii.3.11). An example is the punishment of a sentinel:

A centinel [sic], for example, who falls asleep upon his watch, suffers death by
the laws of war, because such carelessness might endanger the whole army.
This severity may, upon many occasions, appear necessary, and, for that rea-
son, just and proper. (TMS IL.ii.3.11)

This part has not been viewed favourably by Smith scholars and is sometimes regarded as
an exception in his theory.®® One of the most important statements on this may be Tom
Campbell’s. Treating the sentinel example as an exception to Smith’s theory, he argues that
‘Smith admits more than he need do in this discussion of the laws of military discipline. There
is no necessity for him to say that the sentinel’s punishment is just because men approve it

In light of the foregoing considerations, it follows that the passage in question should be
regarded not as an exception but rather as an essential element in Smith’s moral theory.
Smith’s main concern, as read from his criticism of Hume, is to determine the natural prin-
ciple of moral judgment. Since this view assumes multiple mental principles and is primar-
ily concerned with their relationship, the principle of utility should also be regarded as an
essential component of TMS.*® This is the same as Hume’s epistemological argument, in
which the philosophical and reflective principle is as important as the natural one.

If we pursue this line of reading further, we could suggest a more radical and contentious
interpretation of Smith’s scholarship. That is, rather than the sentinel example, another pas-
sage in TMS often cited for reading Smith’s intention of criticising Hume should be viewed
as an exception. In Part IV of TMS, Smith writes ‘it will be found, upon examination, that the
usefulness of any disposition of mind is seldom the first ground of our approbation; and that
the sentiment of approbation always involves in it a sense of propriety quite distinct from the
perception of utility™! (TMS IV.2.5). This passage appears to contradict Smith’s recognition of

(eds), Joseph Butler: A Preacher for Eighteenth-Century Commercial Society (Singapore,
2024), 97-113. Also, I have argued that the general rules can be interpreted as a type of
reflective judgment different from utilitarian reflection (Ota 2024).

% Raphael (1973), 95.

39 Campbell (1971), 202-203.

40 Rosen (2000) also considers the concept of utility from various perspectives and empha-
sises its significance in Smith’s theory; still, regarding the explanation of moral judg-
ment, he concedes that Smith ‘appears to do so [=diminish the importance of utility] with
respect to the bases of moral approbation’ (Rosen 2000, 82). This paper highlights the
importance of utility, even in Smith’s account of the mechanism of moral judgment, from
a perspective that is not discussed by Rosen.

4 The emphasis is mine. Based on these passages, A. L. Macfie observes that ‘it is denied
that utility is the basis of our ‘approbation] or judgment of good’ (Macfie 1967, 45).
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the four sources of moral sentiments and the sentinel example. Lacking an interpretation to
reconcile these, and considering the examination so far, I would like to propose a view that
TMS IV.2.5 is an exception, which Smith overemphasises to distance himself from Hume. I
adopt this view because Smith must have been familiar with Hume’s view on human nature, as
discussed above, and also partly because I would like to give more weight to Smith’s descrip-
tion of the four sources of moral sentiment found at the end of TMS, agreeing with Charles
L. Griswold’s observation that ‘The Theory of Moral Sentiments might be read as a story that
unfolds in steps. Views that are propounded at the beginning may be refined substantially by
the end, as would be natural in a literary dialogue or novel..."%.

Conclusion

The main aim of this paper is to argue that Smith’s critique of Hume in TMS is based on
a particular view of human nature presented in Hume’s epistemology. This framework is
to describe the human mind as composed of multiple principles, with one dominant prin-
ciple called ‘natural’ In light of this understanding, I present an alternative interpretation
of Smith’s treatment of utility. These analyses seem to support Nicholas Phillipson’s state-
ment that ‘Smith became at Oxford as he remained, the perfect Humean'#. As this paper
considers the intellectual connection between Hume and Smith in terms of the framework
of human nature underlying their theories rather than specific ideas, it shows that Smith
was influenced by Hume at a deeper level. For Smith, who opposed a kind of reductionism
(TMS VII.2.14), Hume's perspective on the diversity of mental processes might have seemed
appealing and persuasive as a foundation for a moral theory that aims to explain the complex
reality of our moral life.
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