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In A Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith proposes that “the two great purposes of nature (are) the support of the individual and the propagation of the species” (87).  To support the individual, he introduces an important principle: the happiness of mankind (166).  In light of this principle and the aforementioned purposes of nature, Smith argues that it is only possible for humanity to obtain happiness in so far as individuals act in accord with their conscience.  Since humanity naturally seeks happiness, individuals naturally seek to act in accord with their conscience.  In what follows, I will show that Smith’s argument that the process of developing moral standards from youth to adulthood—from lacking a moral compass to having one in alignment with society—is a process based on habit. The result of this procedure is the ability to judge propriety and impropriety, and comes to be named conscience.  In the desire for praise and praise-worthiness, humanity’s natural social disposition is reflected.

Man’s social nature first manifests itself in what Smith calls the “sympathy of sentiments”.  His definition of the word “sympathy” is not a common one; he believes that “sympathy … denote[s] our fellow-feeling with any passion whatever” (10).  This definition does not, however, explain how sympathy arises or what its cause is.  Smith believes sympathy can be caused “merely from the view of a certain emotion in another;” for example, upon observing a person in a good mood one’s own mood is elevated (11).  However, this is not true for every emotion.  Emotions such as anger cannot be understood on the basis of appearance only.  Rather, one must be made to understand why a person is angry and what situation has befallen that person before one can sympathize with said anger (11).


Sympathizing with others’ emotions is a central process to one’s conscience.  Before we speak of conscience though, we must first define it.  The Third Edition American Heritage Dictionary defines conscience as, “the awareness of a moral or ethical aspect to one’s conduct.”
   Conscience to Smith is more than a simple awareness of this aspect to one’s conduct: “The word conscience does not immediately denote any moral faculty by which we approve or disapprove.  Conscience supposes, indeed, the existence of some faculty, and properly signifies our consciousness of having acted agreeably or contrary to its directions” (360).  Conscience is used to judge the propriety or impropriety of one’s actions and is the only way we can “ever make any proper comparison between our own interests and those of other people” (134).  


In judging the propriety of actions, one consults his fellow man for similar sentiments and in doing so, discovers two sets of moral standards.  The first standard – by which I mean a complex of criteria for determining the propriety or impropriety of an action – allows individuals to judge others and therefore to confer or deny praise.  The second standard allows individuals to judge themselves, or to confer or deny their own praise-worthiness.  Smith asserts humans act morally because they want to be praised: “Humanity does not desire to be great, but to be beloved” (126).  When we see an act being done, we determine its propriety in accordance with what others would agree to by the processing of mutual sympathies. An action is proper insofar as it is in accord with nature’s “original aversion to offend in his brethren” (116).


Let us consider now how individuals judge themselves.  For Smith, praise can be bestowed upon a man, but it is still not enough; rather, he desires to be that which is worthy of praise (117).  In regard to the conscience, it “is founded altogether in the desire of praise-worthiness, and in the aversion to blame-worthiness; in the desire of possessing those qualities, and performing those actions, which we love and admire in other people” (131).  Therefore, in acting in accord with one’s conscience, one performs actions that promote the possibility of being praised and of becoming that which is itself praise-worthy. Conversely, one is to avoid actions that would have the opposite effect: disapproval and blame-worthiness.  When we use our conscience, we are attempting to be free of the bias inherent to our subjective experiences and to view events from an impersonal or uninterested position, or from the position of the “impartial spectator,” as Smith calls it (135).  This process becomes habitual over time, just as the actions of the conscience seem to become second nature (135-136).


Is conscience innate though?  Smith believes conscience is natural, but oddly, it is only “innate” for humans who live within society.  To illustrate, let us consider Smith’s example of the “solitary islander,” who, lacking any peers to compare ideas of “the propriety or demerit of his own sentiments and conduct…is provided with no mirror which can present them to his view” (110).  Without others with whom to compare and sympathize with, this solitary islander has no morality or is simply amoral.  His actions cannot be said to be proper or improper, good or bad, as he is their only judge.  With no basis of comparison, how can he determine what is proper?  Without society as a mirror for the reflection of sentiments, his own and others, he lacks an impartial spectator; there is no conscience to guide him and, being by himself, he has no need of one.  


Society, though, is a product of nature.  As man desires praise and praise-worthiness, he is forced into actions with others; he is forced or compelled by his innate desire to communicate and organize for the benefit of enjoying mutual sympathies.  Thus, we might say that morality is natural because it is an indirect product of nature.  The general rules according to which humanity dispenses praise or blame “have been formed, when they are universally acknowledged and established, by the concurring sentiments of mankind” (160).  In other words, the general rules governing an individual’s conscience are formed as a consequence of morality.  These rules are not the cause of moral behavior; social organization and rules of conduct are merely the result of said morality, not the cause of it.


Morality is not a state but a constantly evolving personal ethos.  How does one gain a sense of morality from childhood to adulthood?  How does one go from having no notion of moral standards to having notions that are in alignment with a majority of society?  To examine this question, we must start with the beginning, in youth.


When a child is born, it does not know right or wrong and has no sense of propriety.  All children know is desire and wants (210-219).  As previously stated, there is pleasure in seeing one’s own sentiments reflected in others—in being praised and being that which is worthy of praise.  Smith believes there is an innate desire for the mutual sympathies (160).  Accordingly, as children grow up, their desire for mutual sympathy encourages them to act with regard for society’s approbation and disapprobation. In doing so they increase their chances for experiencing mutual sympathy; and this being pleasurable, they seek to repeat it.  The repetition of this act is what forms a person’s conscience as they grow from infant to adulthood.  As their experience in generating mutual sympathies increases, so does their awareness of the general social rules which are the result of said sympathies.  There is a natural inclination to act in accord with said rules.  These rules are recorded mentally (in a manner of speaking); and the ability to act or reflect upon these rules we call conscience.
Furthermore, we’ve yet to consider the mechanics of conscience, how conscience is meant to govern our interactions with others.  Smith writes: 

First, we sympathize with the motives of the agent; secondly, we enter into the gratitude of those who receive the benefit of his actions; thirdly, we observe that his conduct has been agreeable to the general rules by which those two sympathies generally act; and, last of all, when we consider such actions as making a part of a system of behavior which tends to promote the happiness either of the individual or of the society (326).

The process starts with one switching places with a person one is trying to sympathize with.  This can be an actual person or merely an outside viewer objective to the situation.  Next, one sympathsizes with the imaginary sentiments of said person.  During the sympathizing of sentiments, the agents try to sympathize with each other, each conscious of the other’s effort to do so.  This creates a cycle of sympathies, which allows for the equalization, or rather, an equal distribution of sympathies.  Then one compares his or her notion of the imagined sentiments with the real observed ones.  Or rather, one compares the imagined appropriate response and the actual response observed.  Once this occurs, the propriety or impropriety of an action can be judged.

With the mechanics of conscience now understood, all of Smith’s premises fall into place.  Conscience is the ability to judge for one’s self the propriety and impropriety of an act, conscience is natural, in that, when one matures in society, one acquires habits which are formed by a natural desire for praise and praise-worthiness.  Such habits allow one’s self to act in accord with the general rules of society, which we have shown are themselves the effects of morality and not the causes.  Therefore, in Adam Smith’s A Theory of Moral Sentiments, conscience is natural and contains within it man’s tendency towards maintaining a social nature.
� [See The American Heritage Dictionary: Third Edition, 186, Definition 2.] 





