THE MAN OF SYSTEM

Adam Smith

& this brief excerpt from The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith il-
1

uminates two different visions of the world: the understanding of nat-
ural harmony and spontaneous order versus the conceit of “the man of system,”
who imagines that he can move people around like chess pieces to fulfill some
plan. Modern governments are full of “men of system,” who believe that the
world would work much better if only individuals would cooperate with the man
of system’s plan.

THE MAN WHOSE public spirit is prompted altogether by humanity and
benevolence, will respect the established powers and privileges even of individu-
als, and still more those of the great orders and societies into which the state is di-
vided. Though he should consider some of them as in some measure abusive, he
will content himself with moderating what he often cannot annihilate without
great violence. When he cannot conquer the rooted prejudices of the people by
reason and persuasion, he will not attempt to subdue them by force, but will re-
ligiously observe what by Cicero is justly called the divine maxim of Plato, never
to use violence to his country, no more than to his parents. He will accommodate,
as well as he can, his public arrangements to the confirmed habits and prejudices
of the people, and will remedy, as well as he can, the inconveniences which may
flow from the want of those regulations which the people are averse to submit to.
When he cannot establish the right, he will not disdain to ameliorate the wrong;
but, like Solon, when he cannot establish the best system of laws, he will endeav-
our to establish the best that the people can bear.

The man of system, on the contrary, is apt to be very wise in his own conceit,
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and is often so enamoured with the supposed beauty of his own ideal plan of gov-
ernment, that he cannot suffer the smallest deviation from any part of it. He goes
on to establish it completely and in all its parts, without any regard either to the
great interests or to the strong prejudices which may oppose it: he seems to imag-
ine that he can arrange the different members of a great society with as much
ease as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chess-board; he does not
consider that the pieces upon the chess-board have no other principle of motion
besides that which the hand impresses upon them; but that, in the great chess-
board of human society, every single piece has a principle of motion of its own, al-
together different from that which the legislature might choose to impress upon
it. If those two principles coincide and act in the same direction, the game of
human society will go on easily and harmoniously, and is very likely to be happy
and successful. If they are opposite or different, the game will go on miserably,
and the society must be at all times in the highest degree of disorder.



THE SIMPLE SYSTEM OF
NATURAL LIBERTY

Adam Smith

this very briet selection we find Smith’s famous description of the
free-enterprise system as “the obvious and simple system of natural lib-
erty.” He also identifies three functions of government in a system of natural lib-
erty: protecting the society from invasion, protecting each member of society
from injustice by others, and undertaking public works that individuals could not
profitably do. Many later libertarians would argue that Smith’s third function for
government reflected a failure to apply his own principles, that the market
process can produce any “public” work that is actually worth its cost.

e

IT 1S THUS that every system which endeavours, either, by extraordinary en-
couragements, to draw towards a particular species of industry a greater share of
the capital of the society than what would naturally go to it; or, by extraordinary
restraints, to force from a particular species of industry some share of the capital
which would otherwise be employed in it; is in reality subversive of the great pur-
pose which it means to promote. It retards, instead of accelerating, the progress
of the society towards real wealth and greatness; and diminishes, instead of in-
creasing, the real value of the annual produce of its land and labour.

All systems either of preference or of restraint, therefore, being thus com-
pletely taken away, the obvious and simple system of natural liberty establishes
itself of its own accord. Every man, as long as he does not violate the laws of jus-
tice, is left perfectly free to pursue his own interest his own way, and to bring
both his industry and capital into competition with those of any other man, or
order of men. The sovereign is completely discharged from a duty, in the at-
tempting to perform which he must always be exposed to innumerable delusions,
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and for the proper performance of which no human wisdom or knowledge could
ever be sufficient; the duty of superintending the industry of private people, and
of directing it towards the employments most suitable to the interest of the soci-
ety. According to the system of natural liberty, the sovereign has only three duties
to attend to; three duties of great importance, indeed, but plain and intelligible
to common understandings: first, the duty of protecting the society from the vi-
olence and invasion of other independent societies; secondly, the duty of protect-
ing, as far as possible, every member of the society from the injustice or
oppression of every other member of it, or the duty of establishing an exact ad-
ministration of justice; and, thirdly, the duty of erecting and maintaining certain
public works and certain public institutions, which it can never be for the inter-
est of any individual, or small number of individuals, to erect and maintain; be-
cause the profit could never repay the expence to any individual or small number
of individuals, though it may frequently do much more than repay it to a great
society.




JUSTICE AND BENEFICENCE

Adam Smith

Mam Smith (1723-90) is best known as the father of modern eco-
nomics, but he was a professor of moral philosophy at the University
of Glasgow in Scotland. His first book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759),
makes clear that the common view of Smith as an advocate of self-interest and
obsesstve capital accumulation is entirely wrong. In fact, he tried to understand
human motivations, including both self-interest and sympathy with others, and
offered the metaphor of the Impartial Spectator by which we all weigh the justice
and morality of our actions. He urges a balance between the virtues of prudence,
justice, and benevolence. In these excerpts from The Theory of Moral Sentiments, he

explains why benevolence is desirable but justice is essential to civil society and
how we measure our behavior in the eyes of others.

(e D

IT 18 THUS that man, who can subsist only in society, was fitted by nature to
that situation for which he was made. All the members of human society stand in
need of each other’s assistance, and are likewise exposed to mutual injuries.
Where the necessary assistance is reciprocally afforded from love, from gratitude,
from friendship, and esteem, the society flourishes and is happy. All the different
members of it are bound together by the agreeable bands of love and affection,
and are, as it were, drawn to one common centre of mutual good offices.

But though the necessary assistance should not be afforded from such genet-
ous and disinterested motives, though among the different members of the soci-
ety there should be no mutual love and affection, the society, though less happy
and agreeable, will not necessarily be dissolved. Society may subsist among dif-
ferent men, as among different merchants, from a sense of its utility, without any
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mutual love or affection; and though no man in it should owe any obligation, or
be bound in gratitude to any other, it may still be upheld by a mercenary ex-
change of good offices according to an agreed valuation.

Society, however, cannot subsist among those who are at all times ready to
hurt and injure one another. The moment that injury begins, the moment that
mutual resentment and animosity take place, all the bands of it are broken asun-
der, and the different members of which it consisted, are, as it were, dissipated
and scattered abroad by the violence and opposition of their discordant affec-
tions. If there is any society among robbers and murderers, they must at least, ac-
cording to the trite observation, abstain from robbing and murdering one
another. Beneficence, therefore, is less essential to the existence of society than
justice. Society may subsist, though not in the most comfortable state, without
beneficence; but the prevalence of injustice must utterly destroy it.

Though nature, therefore, exhorts mankind to acts of beneficence, by the
pleasing consciousness of deserved reward, she has not thought it necessary to
guard and enforce the practice of it by the terrors of merited punishment in case
it should be neglected. It is the ornament which embellishes, not the foundation
which supports the building, and which it was, therefore, sutficient to recom-
mend, but by no means necessary to impose. Justice, on the contrary, is the main
pillar that upholds the whole edifice. . . .

The principle by which we naturally either approve or disapprove of our own
conduct, seems to be altogether the same with that by which we exercise the like
judgments concerning the conduct of other people. We either approve or disap-
prove of the conduct of another man, according as we feel that, when we bring
his case home to ourselves, we either can or cannot entirely sympathize with the
sentiments and motives which directed it. And, in the same manner, we either
approve or disapprove of our own conduct, according as we feel that, when we
place ourselves in the situation of another man, and view it, as it were, with his
eyes and from his station, we either can or cannot entirely enter into and sympa-
thize with the sentiments and motives which influenced it. We can never survey
our own sentiments and motives, we can never form any judgment concerning
them, unless we remove ourselves, as it were, from our own natural station, and
endeavour to view them as at a certain distance from us. But we can do this in no
other way than by endeavouring to view them with the eyes of other people, or as
other people are likely to view them. Whatever judgment we can form concern-
ing them, accordingly, must always bear some secret reference, either to what are,
or to what, upon a certain condition, would be, or to what, we imagine, ought to
be the judgment of others. We endeavour to examine our own conduct, as we
imagine any other fair and impartial spectator would examine it. If, upon placing
ourselves in his situation, we thoroughly enter into all the passions and motives
which influenced it, we approve of it, by sympathy with the approbation of this
supposed equitable judge. If otherwise, we enter into his disapprobation, and
condemn it.

Were it possible that a human creature could grow up to manhood in some
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solitary place, without any communication with his own species, he could no
more think of his own character, of the propriety or demerit of his own senti-
ments and conduct, of the beauty or deformity of his own mind, than of the
beauty or deformity of his own face. All these are objects which he cannot easily
see, which naturally he does not look at, and with regard to which he is provided
with no mirror which can present them to his view. Bring him into society, and he
is immediately provided with the mirror which he wanted before. It is placed in
the countenance and behaviour of those he lives with, which always mark when
they enter into, and when they disapprove of his sentiments; and it is here that he
first views the propriety and impropriety of his own passions, the beauty and de-
formity of his own mind. . . .

When I endeavour to examine my own conduct, when I endeavour to pass
sentence upon it, and either to approve or condemn it, it is evident that, in all
such cases, I divide myself, as it were, into two persons; and that I, the examiner
and judge, represent a different character from that other I, the person whose
conduct is examined into and judged of. The first is the spectator, whose senti-
ments with regard to my own conduct I endeavour to enter into, by placing my-
self in his situation, and by considering how it would appear to me, when seen
from that particular point of view. The second is the agent, the person whom I
properly call myself, and of whose conduct, under the character of a spectator, 1
was endeavouring to form some opinion. The first is the judge; the second the
person judged of. But that the judge should, in every respect, be the same with
the person judged of, is as impossible as that the cause should, in every respect, be
the same with the effect.

To be amiable and to be meritorious: that is, to deserve love and to deserve re-
ward, are the great characters of virtue; and to be odious and punishable, of vice.
But all these characters have an immediate reference to the sentiments of others.
Virtue is not said to be amiable, or to be meritorious, because it is the object of its
own love, or of its own gratitude; but because it excites those sentiments in other
men. The consciousness that it is the object of such favourable regards, is the
source of that inward tranquillity and self-satisfaction with which it is naturally
attended, as the suspicion of the contrary gives occasion to the torments of vice.
What so great happiness as to be beloved, and to know that we deserve to be
beloved? What so great misery as to be hated, and to know that we deserve to be
hated? . . .

Our sensibility to the feelings of others, so far from being inconsistent with the
manhood of self-command, is the very principle upon which that manhood is
founded. The very same principle or instinct which, in the misfortune of our
neighbour, prompts us to compassionate his sorrow, in our own misfortune,
prompts us to restrain the abject and miserable lamentations of our own sorrow.
The same principle or instinct which, in his prosperity and success, prompts us to
congratulate his joy, in our own prosperity and success, prompts us to restrain the
levity and intemperance of our own joy. In both cases, the propriety of our own
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sentiments and feelings seems to be exactly in proportion to the vivacity and
force with which we enter into and conceive his sentiments and feelings.

The man of the most perfect virtue, the man whom we naturally love and re-
vere the most, is he who joins, to the most petfect command of his own original
and selfish feelings, the most exquisite sensibility both to the original and sym-
pathetic feelings of others. The man who, to all the soft, the amiable, and the
gentle virtues, joins all the great, the awful, and the respectable, must surely be
the natural and proper object of our highest love and admiration.

The person best fitted by nature for acquiring the former of those two sets of
virtues, is likewise necessarily best fitted for acquiring the latter. The man who
feels the most for the joys and sorrows of others, is best fitted for acquiring the
most complete control of his own joys and sorrows. The man of the most exquis-
ite humanity is naturally the most capable of acquiring the highest degree of self-
command.




