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From t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomv t o  t h e  We a l t h  o f  N a t i o n s :  Wo n d e r f u l

Wheels a n d  I n v i s i b l e  Hands i n  S m i t h ' s  M a j o r  Works
*

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Th is  p a p e r  proposes a  r e - r e a d i n g  o f  S m i t h ' s  m a j o r  works i n  t h e

l i g h t  o f  h i s  e a r l y  a n d  c e r t a i n l y  l e s s  app lauded  e s s a y  t r a c i n g  t h e

h i s t o r y  o f  astronomy f rom  a n t i q u i t y  t o  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h

c e n t u r y.  T h e  methodology employed t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e s e

t h e o r i e s  g o e s  b e y o n d  t h e  s p e c i f i c  w o r k  a n d  becomes S m i t h ' s  o w n

g u i d e l i n e  i n  h i s  o v e r a l l  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  O u r  a n a l y s i s

leads t o  a n  a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  hand

as i t  a p p e a r s  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Ast ronomy,  T h e  T h e o r y  o f  M o r a l

Sent iments ,  a n d  T h e  W e a l t h  o f  N a t i o n s .  S m i t h  u s e s  t h e  i n v i s i b l e

hand a s  a  r h e t o r i c a l  d e v i c e ,  a s  a n  e x p r e s s i o n  d e n o t i n g  a n  unknown

v a l u e  o r  f u n c t i o n a l  f o r m  w h i c h  s o l v e s  t h e  p r o b l e m  a t  s t a k e .  T h e

number o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  s u c h  a  m e t a p h o r  p r o p o s e d  i n  t h e

l i t e r a t u r e  r e f l e c t s  t h e  i m p l i c i t  a t t e m p t  a t  f i n d i n g  t h e  s o l u t i o n  t o

the p r o b l e m .  _Hence, i t  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  somet imes
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From Zeus l e t  u s  b e g i n ;  h i m  n e v e r  do we men pass  b y
I n  s i l e n c e .  F u l l  o f  Zeus a r e  a l l  t h e  s t r e e t s ,
And a l l  t h e  m a r k e t - p l a c e s  o f  m e n ; . . .

L . .  * .  The a u t h o r  w o u l d  l i k e  t o
V e l u p i l l a i  a n d  M i c h e l e  L u n a  f o r
Pro fessors  L .  P u n z o ,  J .  M c C a l l ,  A .
t h e i r  v a l u a b l e  comments, a n d  D o c t o r
and i n s i g h t s  o n  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l
paper.  A n y  r e m a i n i n g  e r r o r s  a r e ,  o f
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of  c h a n c e  a n d  a s  s u c h  d i s m i s s e d ,  o r  o t h e r w i s e  s e t t l e d  a t  a

metaphys ica l  l e v e l .  S m i t h ,  w e  m a i n t a i n ,  b e l i e v e d  i n  a n d  a p p l i e d

i n d u c t i o n  i n  h i s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  e t h i c s  i n  t h e

Theory o f  M o r a l  S e n t i m e n t s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  o f  economics i n  t h e  We a l t h

o f  N a t i o n s .  H i s  g o a l  was t h a t  o f  r e d u c i n g  wonder fu l  phenomena t o  a

w e l l  connected  sequence o f  f a m i l i a r  o b j e c t s  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  i n f i n i t e

r e g r e s s i o n  u p  t o  t h e  f i r s t  o f  t h e  s e n s i b l e  ( v i s i b l e )  c a u s e s .

I n  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  s e c t i o n s  w e  a n a l y z e  S m i t h ' s  methodology  a s

presented  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy.  D r a w i n g  a  p a r a l l e l  be tween

the  s e n t i m e n t  o f  w o n d e r — t h e  b a s i s  o f  a n y  p h i l o s o p h i c a l

i n v e s t i g a t i o n - - a n d  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  s u b l i m e  a s  t h e o r i z e d  b y

Edmund Burke  i n  1 7 5 7 ,  w e  suggest  t h a t  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  knowledge

i n  S m i t h ' s  m a j o r  w o r k s  i s  f o u n d e d  upon a e s t h e t i c  c a t e g o r i e s .  T h e

t h i r d  s e c t i o n  g i v e s  a  c r i t i c a l  a c c o u n t  o f  s e v e r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s

of  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  hand s t a r t i n g  w i t h  t h o s e  g i v e n  by  V i n e r  ( 1 9 2 6 )  a n d

Robbins ( 1 9 5 2 )  t o  c o n c l u d e  w i t h  t h e  ones  proposed b y  Ahmad ( 1 9 9 0 )

and D a v i s  ( 1 9 9 0 ) .  D i s s e n t i n g  f r o m  t h e s e  s t a n d p o i n t s ,  w e  i n t r o d u c e

our own p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  f o u r t h  s e c t i o n .  T h e  f i f t h  s e c t i o n  concludes

t h e  p a p e r  e m p h a s i z i n g  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  i m p l i c a t i o n s  t h a t  S m i t h ' s

i n d u c t i v e  approach  may h a v e  f o r  new r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t s  i n  economic

t h e o r y .

1. S m i t h ' s  wonder  a n d  B u r k e ' s  s u b l i m e

The P r i n c i p l e s  which  Lead and D i r e c t  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  E n q u i r i e s ;

I l f u s t r a t e d  b y  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Ast ronomy w a s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 7 9 5 ,
-
4
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•

a f t e e  Adam Smith 's  death .  However, a  passage from t h i s  essay (HA)
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p r o v i d e s  a  p r e c i o u s  t e r m i n u s  a n t e  quem w h i c h  h e l p s  u s  i d e n t i f y  t h e

p o s i t i o n  o f  s u c h  a  w o r k  i n  t h e  c h r o n o l o g y  o f  S m i t h ' s  l i t e r a r y

c a r e e r :

H is  [ N e w t o n ' s ]  f o l l o w e r s  h a v e ,  f r o m  h i s  p r i n c i p l e s ,
ventured  e v e n  t o  p r e d i c t  t h e  r e t u r n s  o f  s e v e r a l  o f  t h e m
[comets] ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  o n e  w h i c h  i s  t o  m a k e  i t s
appearance i n  1 7 5 8 .  ( H A ,  I V . 7 4 )

Moreover,  S m i t h  i n s e r t s  a  f o o t n o t e  concern ing  H a l l e y ' s  comet ,  w h i c h

c l e a r l y  s u p p o r t s  o u r  assumpt ion:

I t  m u s t  b e  o b s e r v e d ,  t h a t  t h e  w h o l e  o f  t h i s  E s s a y  w a s
w r i t t e n  p r e v i o u s  t o  t h e  d a t e  h e r e  ment ioned;  a n d  t h a t  t h e
r e t u r n  o f  t h e  comet happened a g r e e a b l y  t o  t h e  p r e d i c t i o n .

To b e  a b l e  t o  a s c e r t a i n  t h e  d a t e  o f  t h e  H A a n d  t o  a f f i r m ,  m o r e

s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h a t  i t  p recedes  S m i t h ' s  m a j o r  w o r k s
l  i s  c r u c i a l  t o
our p r e s e n t  p u r p o s e s ,  s i n c e  w e  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  t h i s  e s s a y  i s  t h e

man i fes to  o f  S m i t h ' s  methodology.  T h e  v e r y  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  approach

designed by  Smi th  b e f o r e  1758 w i l l  e q u a l l y  g u i d e  h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s

of  e t h i c s  i n  The  T h e o r y  o f  Mora l  S e n t i m e n t s  (TMS) a n d  o f  economics

i n  An  I n q u i r y  i n t o  t h e  N a t u r e  a n d  Causes o f  t h e  W e a l t h  o f  N a t i o n s

(WN). B e c a u s e  o f  s u c h  a  u n i q u e  t h r e a d  l i n k i n g  h i s  w o r k s ,  t h e

n o t o r i o u s  "Adam S m i t h  Prob lem"  s h o u l d  c e a s e  t o  e x i s e .  A c t u a l l y ,

1 Some e v i d e n c e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h i s  e s s a y  w a s  w r i t t e n  e v e n
b e f o r e  S m i t h  w a s  a p p o i n t e d  t o  t h e  C h a i r  o f  L o g i c  i n  G lasgow i n
1751. I n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  As t ronomy,  Wightman
commenting o n  a  s t a t e m e n t  S m i t h  makes o n  c h e m i s t r y  ( H A ,  1 1 . 1 2 ) ,
says:1. " S m i t h  c o u l d  h a r d l y  h a v e  w r i t t e n  t h i s  i n  G l a s g o w,  w h e r e
W i l l i a m  C u l l e n  i n  1 7 4 8  began  h i s  epoch-making ' p o p u l a r i z a t i o n '  o f
c h e m i s t r y . . . "  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i n  a  l e t t e r  S m i t h  s e n t  t o  Hume i n  1 7 7 3 ,
he d e f i n e s  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy a s  a  j u v e n i l e  work .  I n  s u p p o r t
o f  t h i s  h y p o t h e s i s ,  M a c f i e  ( 1 9 7 1 )  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  Smi th  would h a r d l y
c a l i  a n y  e s s a y  w r i t t e n  i n  Glasgow " j u v e n i l e " .

t h j u g 4 f u l  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  d e b a t e  o n  t h e  c o n s i s t e n c y  o f
?A am S m i t h ' s  t w o  m a j o r  w o r k s ,  t h a t  t o o k  p l a c e  t o w a r d  t h e  e n d  o f

l a s t  c e n t u r y  may b e  f o u n d  i n  Onken ( 1 8 9 7 ) .
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Smith h i m s e l f  n e v e r  p e r c e i v e d  a n y  i n c o n s i s t e n c y  w i t h i n  h i s  w h o l e

p r o j e c t .  I n  t h e  a d v e r t i s e m e n t  t o .  t h e  s e v e n t h  e d i t i o n  o f  t h e  TMS,

Smith w r i t e s  t h a t  t h e  WN p a r t i a l l y  accompl ishes  t h e  o r i g i n a l  p l a n

he had  a n t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  f i r s t  e d i t i o n  o f  t h e

TMS, n a m e l y,  t h a t  o f  g i v i n g  an  account  o f  g e n e r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  l a w

and government .

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  c o n t i n u i t y  o f  methodology and i n t e n t s  t h a t  we

emphasize t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  c o r p u s  o f  S m i t h ' s  w r i t i n g s  a c q u i r e s

f u r t h e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  when r e l a t e d  t o  s i m i l a r  p r o j e c t s  o f  h i s  t i m e .

Among t h e  p o s s i b l e  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  A d a m  S m i t h  a n d  h i s

contemporar ies ,  w e  w i l l  e x a m i n e  o n e  o f  t h e  l e a s t  e x p l o i t e d - -

p robab ly  b e c a u s e  i t  g o e s  beyond t h e  r e a l m  o f  economics  t o  w h i c h

Smith i s  u s u a l l y  c o n f i n e d - - b u t ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  q u i t e  r i c h  i n

i m p l i c a t i o n s .

I n  1 7 5 7  Edmund B u r k e  p u b l i s h e d  A  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  E n q u i r y  i n t o

t h e  O r i g i n  o f  o u r  I d e a s  o f  t h e  S u b l i m e  a n d  B e a u t i f u l :  t h e  l i n k s

t h a t  c a n  be  made between t h i s  book and S m i t h ' s  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy

are  v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g  and s u g g e s t i v e  o f  a  p e r v a s i v e  r e s e a r c h  program

common t o  t h e  p e r i o d  which we may i n d i c a t e ,  o n  S m i t h ' s  p a r t ,  a s  t h e

S c o t t i s h  E n l i g h t e n m e n t .  T o  p r e s e n t  S m i t h  a s  a  member  o f  t h e

Enl ightenment  and a t  t h e  same t i m e  t o  a s s o c i a t e  h im w i t h  one o f  t h e
—

most i p t s t a n d i n g  t h e o r e t i c i a n  o f  t h e  v i o l e n t  pass ions  a r i s i n g  f r o m
t h e  s u b l i m e  m i g h t  a t  f i r s t  seem c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  w e

argue,  o n  t h e  one hand t h e  S c o t t i s h  En l ightenment  i s  u n q u e s t i o n a b l y

l e s g  d o g m a t i c  t h a n  t h e  o r t h o d o x  t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e  F r e n c hNvi l
phi losophes;  o n - t h e  o t h e r ,  B u r k e  h i m s e l f  o n l y  a n t i c i p a t e s  some
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Romantic i d e a l s ,  b u t  s t i l l  c l i n g s  t o  a  d o c t r i n e  o f  m o d e r a t i o n
- -
o fre form a n d  n o t  o f  r e v o l u t i o n -
-
b o t h  i n  
p h i l o s o p h y  
a n d  
i n  
p o l i t i c
s .

T h e r e f o r e ,  b o t h  S m i t h  a n d  B u r k e  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  t r a n s i t i o n a l

t h i n k e r s  w h o  r e f l e c t  t h e  s u b s t a n t i a l  c u l t u r a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s

o c c u r r i n g  i n  G r e a t  B r i t a i n  i n  t h e  second  h a l f  o f  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h

c e n t u r y.

Some c o m p a r a t i v e  s t u d i e s  o f  t h e s e  t w o  f i g u r e s  h a v e  b e e n

a l r e a d y  a c c o m p l i s h e d - - f o r  example by Nicholson ( 1 9 1 0 ) ,  Dunn ( 1 9 4 1 ) ,

Fay ( 1 9 6 0 ) ,  a s  w e l l  a s  b y  Jacob V i n e r  ( 1 9 6 5 )  i n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o

John R a e ' s  L i f e  o f  Adam S m i t h .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e y  a l l  s t r e s s  t h e

r e l a t i o n  t h a t  e x i s t e d  between S m i t h  a n d  Burke  when t h e  l a t t e r  was

an a c t i v e  member o f  t h e  W h i g  p a r t y .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  p a r a l l e l  w e

propose i s  b e t w e e n  S m i t h  a n d  B u r k e  t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r  a n d  l i t e r a r y

s c h o l a r  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  p o l i t i c i a n .

I t  may b e  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  know whether  S m i t h  h a d  r e a d  B u r k e ' s

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  E n q u i r y  b e f o r e  w r i t i n g  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy,  b u t

we do n o t  have  any  c o n c l u s i v e  argument i n  t h i s  sense .  A c t u a l l y ,  t h e

Cata logue o f  t h e  L i b r a r y  o f  Adam S m i t h  c o m p i l e d  b y  James  B o n a r

(1932) r e c o r d s  a  c o p y  o f  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  E n q u i r y ,  b u t  i t  i s

a l r e a d y  i t s  n i n t h  e d i t i o n  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 7 8 2 .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  B u r k e

wrote  a 1 r e v i e w
3  o f  
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r e c e i v e d  a  c o p y  o f  t h e  book wh ich  D a v i d  Hume h a d  s e n t  h i m .  I n  h i s

l e t t e r
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• L.
4 Quoted  i n  F a y  ( 1 9 6 0 ) ,  p .  1 0 .
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p u n c t u a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  p r e c u r s o r  a n d  e p i g o n e - - w h i c h  i s  n o t

t h e  o b j e c t i v e  o f  t h i s  p a p e r - - w e  w i l l  b e  c o n t e n t  w i t h  a r g u i n g  t h a t

t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  i n  t h e  c o n c e p t s  a n d  i d e a s  u s e d  b y  t h e  t w o  a u t h o r s

a r e  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  c o m m u n a l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l

b a c k g r o u n d .

The o p e n i n g  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  A s t r o n o m y  i s  d e v o t e d  t o

t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  a n d  e x e m p l i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h r e e  c o n c e p t s :  w o n d e r ,

s u r p r i s e  a n d  a d m i r a t i o n .  A s  S m i t h  e x p l a i n s ,

[ w ] h a t  i s  new and s i n g u l a r ,  e x c i t e s  t h a t  s e n t i m e n t  w h i c h ,
i n  s t r i c t  p r o p r i e t y ,  i s  c a l l e d  W o n d e r ;  w h a t  i s
u n e x p e c t e d ,  S u r p r i s e ;  a n d  w h a t  i s  g r e a t  o r  b e a u t i f u l ,
A d m i r a t i o n .  ( H A ,  I n t r o d u c t i o n ,  1 )

Wonder i s  t h e  m o s t  r e l e v a n t  t o  o u r  a n a l y s i s .  O n e  c a u s e  o f  t h i s

s e n t i m e n t  i s  t h e  n o v e l t y  o r  u n f a m i l i a r i t y  o f  a n  o b j e c t  o r

s i t u a t i o n :

The i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  m e m o r y  e x e r t  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  n o
p u r p o s e ,  a n d  i n  v a i n  l o o k  a r o u n d  a l l  t h e i r  c l a s s e s  o f
i d e a s  i n  o r d e r  t o  f i n d  o n e  u n d e r  w h i c h  i t  m a y  b e
a r r a n g e d .  T h e y  f l u c t u a t e  t o  n o  p u r p o s e  f r o m  t h o u g h t  t o
t h o u g h t ,  a n d  we  r e m a i n  s t i l l  u n c e r t a i n  a n d  u n d e t e r m i n e d
where t o  p l a c e  i t ,  o r  w h a t  t o  t h i n k  o f  i t .  I t  i s  t h i s
f l u c t u a t i o n  a n d  v a i n  r e c o l l e c t i o n ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e
e m o t i o n  o r  movemen t  o f  t h e  s p i r i t s  t h a t  t h e y  e x c i t e ,
w h i c h  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  s e n t i m e n t  p r o p e r l y  c a l l e d
Wo n d e r. . .  (HA 1 1 . 3 )

T h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  c a n  b e  r e l a t e d  t o  B u r k e l s  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  s u b l i m e
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TTT"tstonishment  i s  t h a t  s t a t e  o f  t h e  s o u l ,  i n  wh ich  a l l
i t s  m o t i o n s  a r e  suspended,  w i t h  some d e g r e e  o f  h o r r o r .
( . . . ]  H e n c e  a r i s e s  t h e  g r e a t  p o w e r  o f  t h e  s u b l i m e ,  t h a t
f a r  f r o m  b e i n g  p r o d u c e d  b y  t h e m ,  i t  a n t i c i p a t e s  o u r
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E l p a r t  2 ,  s e c  I )
_  E  N I N O

Smi th  r e c o g n i z e s  a  s e c o n d  i m p o r t a n t  c a u s e  o f  W o n d e r ,  s u c h  a s  a n



Phi losophy i s  t h e  s c i e n c e  o f  t h e  connect ing  p r i n c i p l e s  o f

S

u n f a m i l i a r  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  o b j e c t s :

Such i s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  second  s p e c i e s  o f  Wo n d e r,
which a r i s e s  f r o m  a n  u n u s u a l  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  t h i n g s .  T h e
stop which i s  t h e r e b y  g i v e n  t o  t h e  c a r e e r  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n ,
the  d i f f i c u l t y  w h i c h  i t  f i n d s  i n  p a s s i n g  a l o n g  s u c h
d i s j o i n t e d  o b j e c t s ,  a n d  t h e  f e e l i n g  o f  someth ing  l i k e  a
gap o r  i n t e r v a l  b e t w i x t  t h e m ,  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  w h o l e
essence o f  t h i s  e m o t i o n .  U p o n  t h e  c l e a r  d i s c o v e r y  o f  a
connect ing c h a i n  o f  i n t e r m e d i a t e  e v e n t s ,  i t  v a n i s h e s
a l t o g e t h e r .  W h a t  o b s t r u c t e d  t h e  m o v e m e n t  o f  t h e
i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  t h e n  removed.  ( H A  1 1 . 9 )

Through t h e  who le  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy, i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  t h e  f a c u l t y

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  o f  i d e a s ,  f o r  t h e  r e d u c t i o n  o f

s e n s o r i a l  d a t a  t o  f a m i l i a r  c a t e g o r i e s .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  Smi th

uses t h e  word  i m a g i n a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  r e a s o n ;  t h e  f o r m e r  does  n o t

on ly  e v o k e  t h e  r a t i o n a l  component o f  t h e  mind  t h a t  i s  i n v o l v e d  i n

t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  " f a m i l i a r i z a t i o n " ,  b u t  a l s o  i n t u i t i o n :  i n  S m i t h ' s

c o n n o t a t i o n  o f  t h e  t e r m ,  i m a g i n a t i o n  i n c l u d e s  s o m e  s o r t  o f

c r e a t i v i t y .  N o t  a c c i d e n t a l l y ,  t h e  r o l e  t h a t  S m i t h  a t t r i b u t e s  t o

such a  f a c u l t y  s e e m s  t o  a n t i c i p a t e  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  s e c o n d a r y

i m a g i n a t i o n  a s  used by  C o l e r i d g e  i n  h i s  B i o g r a p h i a  L i t e r a r i a ,
5  w h e n
t h e  R o m a n t i c  movement i s  a l r e a d y  i n  f u l l  s w i n g .  T h e  s e c o n d a r y

i m a g i n a t i o n ,  w h i c h  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  E n g l i s h  p o e t  c o e x i s t s  w i t h  t h e

conscious w i l l ,  " d i s s o l v e s ,  d i f f u s e s ,  d i s s i p a t e s ,  i n  o r d e r  t o

r e c r e a t e , "  b u t  w h e r e  t h i s  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e ,  s t i l l  " s t r u g g l e s  t o

i d e a l i z e  a n d  t o  u n i f y . "  A c c o r d i n g  t o  S m i t h ,  P h i l o s o p h y  s h o u l d  b e
A

counteq p r e c i s e l y  among t h o s e  a r t s  t h a t  a d d r e s s  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  t h e

i m a g i n a t i o n .
111
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n a t u r e .  N a t u r e ,  a f t e r  t h e  l a r g e s t  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  common
o b s e r v a t i o n  c a n  a c q u i r e ,  s e e m s  t o  a b o u n d  w i t h  e v e n t s
which a p p e a r  s o l i t a r y  a n d  .
i n c o h e r e n t  
w i t h  
a l l  
t h a t  
g o

b e f o r e  them, w h i c h  t h e r e f o r e  d i s t u r b  t h e  easy  movement o f
the  i m a g i n a t i o n . [ . . . ]  P h i l o s o p h y,  b y  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e
i n v i s i b l e  c h a i n s  w h i c h  b i n d  t o g e t h e r  a l l  t h e s e  d i s j o i n t
o b j e c t s ,  endeavours  t o  i n t r o d u c e  o r d e r  i n t o  t h i s  chaos o f
j a r r i n g  and  d i s c o r d a n t  appearances,  t o  a l l a y  t h i s  t u m u l t
o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  a n d  t o  r e s t o r e  i t  [ . . . ]  t o  t h a t  t o n e
o f  t r a n q u i l l i t y  a n d  c o m p o s u r e ,  w h i c h  i s  b o t h  m o s t
agreeab le  i n  i t s e l f ,  a n d  most s u i t a b l e  t o  i t s  n a t u r e .  ( H A
11 . 1 2 )

8

I t  may be  a rgued  t h a t  f o r  a  r o m a n t i c  a r t i s t  i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  t h e

c a t a l y s t  f o r  c r e a t i o n ,  w h e r e a s  f o r  S m i t h  i t  h a s  t h e  t a s k  t o

d i s c o v e r  t h e  l i n k s  o f  a  c h a i n  o f  e v e n t s  w h i c h - - t h o u g h  p e r h a p s  n o t

v i s i b l e - -  a l r e a d y  e x i s t  as  connec t ing  p r i n c i p l e s  o r  l a w s  o f  n a t u r e .

I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t  S m i t h  i s  c l e a r l y  a  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  E n l i g h t e n m e n t .  O n

t h e  o t h e r  hand,  some ev idence  e q u a l l y  suggests  t h a t  Smi th  possesses

a s o r t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  r e l a t i v i s m  which  p r e v e n t s  h i m  f r o m  a c c e p t i n g

any k i n d  o f  dogmatism, n o  m a t t e r  w h e t h e r  founded  o n  S u p e r s t i t i o n ,

R e l i g i o n  o r  Reason .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  h e  w r i t e s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  l i n e s

about t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  n a t u r e :

L e t  u s  endeavour  t o  t r a c e  i t ,  f r o m  i t s  f i r s t  o r i g i n ,  u p
t o  t h a t  summit  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  t o  w h i c h  i t  i s  a t  p r e s e n t
supposed t o  h a v e  a r r i v e d ,  a n d  t o  w h i c h ,  i n d e e d ,  i t  h a s
e q u a l l y  b e e n  s u p p o s e d  t o  h a v e  a r r i v e d  i n  a l m o s t  a l l
fo rmer  t i m e s .  ( H A  1 1 . 1 2 .  M y  emphasis)

Even though a t  v a r i o u s  s t a g e s  o f  human h i s t o r y  t h e  same q u e s t i o n  i s

asked.,.- ! M i l l  r e c e i v e  d i f f e r e n t  answers a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  f ramework  a n d  t o  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  knowledge a t t a i n e d .

1111
.2 .  H i d d e n  C h a i n s  i n  S m i t h ' s  P h i l o s o p h y
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9

By a b s t r a c t i n g  f r o m  t h e  s p e c i f i c i t y  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l

c o n t e x t s ,  h e  a t t e m p t s  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  d y n a m i c s  u n d e r l y i n g  a n y

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  A c t u a l l y ,  t h e  l a t t e r  i s  t r i g g e r e d  b y

t h e  s e n t i m e n t  o f  wonder which  causes deep d i s c o m f o r t  b y  p r e v e n t i n g

the  s m o o t h  p a s s a g e  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t w o  s e e m i n g l y

d i s j o i n t e d  o b s e r v a t i o n s .  S m i t h ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  f e e l s  i t  n e c e s s a r y  t o

found such an  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  upon a  s e n t i m e n t  which i s  more p o w e r f u l

and p e r s i s t e n t  t h a n  mere c u r i o s i t y .  I n  t h i s ,  a g a i n ,  w e  f i n d  an  echo

of  B u r k e l s  a n a l y s i s ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  w h i c h  c u r i o s i t y  i s  " t h e  m o s t

s u p e r f i c i a l  o f  a l l  t h e  a f f e c t i o n s :
6
"  a n d ,  e v e n  
t h o u g h  
i t s  
a p p e t i t e

i s  v e r y  s h a r p ,  i t  i s  a l s o  v e r y  e a s i l y  s a t i s f i e d .  B u r k e  m a i n t a i n s

t h a t  t h e  mind h a s  t o  b e  a f f e c t e d  b y  powers and  p a s s i o n s  o t h e r  t h a n

c u r i o s i t y  t o  e x e r t  i t s e l f :

But w h a t e v e r  t h e s e  powers  a r e ,  o r  u p o n  w h a t  p r i n c i p l e
soever t h e y  a f f e c t  t h e  mind ,  i t  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  n e c e s s a r y
t h a t  t h e y  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  e x e r t e d  i n  t h o s e  t h i n g s  w h i c h  a
d a i l y  a n d  v u l g a r  u s e  h a v e  b r o u g h t  i n t o  a  s t a l e
u n a f f e c t i n g  f a m i l i a r i t y .  Some d e g r e e  o f  n o v e l t y  must  b e
one o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  i n  e v e r y  i n s t r u m e n t  which works upon
t h e  m i n d .  ( P E ,  p a r t  I ,  s e c t i o n  I )

T h e r e f o r e ,  b o t h  a u t h o r s  a g r e e  o n  t h e  r o l e  t h a t  n o v e l t y  p l a y s

i n  a r o u s i n g  p a s s i o n s .  S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e y  b o t h  a t t r i b u t e  a  dampening

e f f e c t  t o  f a m i l i a r i t y :  f o r  S m i t h ,  t h e  l a t t e r  i s  a n  o b s t a c l e  t o

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  s i n c e  i t  p r e v e n t s  t h e  f e e l i n g  o f

wonder; f o r  B u r k e ,  b y  i n h i b i t i n g  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  s u b l i m e ,  i t
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( 1 9 2 6 ) ,  S m i t h ' s  m a i n  o r i g i n a l i t y  w a s  t h a t  o f  i n t r o d u c i n g  i n t o

economics t h e  " c o n c e p t  o f  a  u n i f i e d  n a t u r a l  o r d e r ,  o p e r a t i n g

according t o  n a t u r a l  l a w s ,  a n d  i f  l e f t  t o  i t s  own c o u r s e  p roduc ing

r e s u l t s  b e n e f i c i a l  t o  mankind.1114 P h i l o s o p h e r s  a n d  t h e o l o g i a n s  h a d

a l r e a d y  made t h e  same a t t e m p t  f o r  t h e  w o r l d  i n  g e n e r a l .  Some o f

them--among w h o m  S m i t h ' s  t e a c h e r  H u t c h e s o n - - h a d  e x t e n d e d  t h e

approach t o  t h e  economic r e a l m ,  a t  l e a s t  s k e t c h i l y .  A c c o r d i n g  t o

V i n e r ,  t h e n ,  S m i t h  t o o k  a n  i m p o r t a n t  f u r t h e r  s t e p  i n  a n a l y z i n g  t h e

economic process  a t  l a r g e  w i t h  t h e  e x p l i c i t  purpose o f  " d i s c o v e r i n g

t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  o r d e r  w h i c h  u n d e r l a y  i t s  s u r f a c e  c h a o s . "  H e  was

t r y i n g - - t o  employ  t h e  same t e r m i n o l o g y  a d o p t e d  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f

Astronomy—to f i n d  t h e  c o n n e c t i n g  p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  w o u l d  a l l o w  t h e

i m a g i n a t i o n  t o  move  s m o o t h l y  a l o n g  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  t h o s e  m o s t

wonder fu l  phenomena.

I n  T h e  T h e o r y  o f  M o r a l  S e n t i m e n t s  t h e  harmonious  o r d e r  o f

n a t u r e  was t h e  e f f e c t  o f  a  d i v i n e  gu idance ,  w h e r e a s ,  i n  The  Wea l th

o f  t h e  N a t i o n s ,  t h i s  b e n e v o l e n t  d e i t y  i s  a l m o s t  c o m p l e t e l y  a b s e n t .

I n  t h e  l a t t e r  work ,  harmony i s  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  more f a m i l i a r  causes ,

so t h a t  S m i t h  " i s  f r e e  t o  f i n d  d e f e c t s  i n  t h e  o r d e r  o f  n a t u r e

w i t h o u t  c a s t i n g  r e f l e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  workmanship o f  i t s  A u t h o r . "
I 5
Hence, t h e  Harmonie lehre  o f  t h e  TMS i s  u n i v e r s a l ,  b u t  i n  t h e  WN " i t
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a l l o w s  f e i .  c a s e s  i n  w h i c h  a  g e n e r a l l y  b e n e f i c e n t  e f f e c t  m a y  b e

V i n e l  ( 1 9 2 6 ) ,  p .  1 1 8 .s R i n e  ( E
‘
,
9
,
2 6 ) ,  
p .  
1 2
7 .

V i n e r  ( 1 9 2 6 ) ,  p .  1 2 8 .















For i t  m a y  b e  o b s e r v e d ,  t h a t  i n  a l l  P o l y t h e i s t i c
r e l i g i o n s ,  among savages,  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  ages o f

22

e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l l y  e i t h e r  m e r e  a s s e r t i o n  o r  h y p o t h e s i s .
The h i s t o r y  o f  subsequent  economic t h o u g h t  may b e  v iewed
as e f f o r t s  a i m i n g  a t  t h e  s p e c i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s
of  m u t u a l i t y  o r  harmony o f  i n t e r e s t s .
2 6

I f  R o b b i n s  w a s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  d e s c r i b i n g  a  s t a t u s  q u o ,  S a m u e l s

s h i f t s  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a  c o n t i n u o u s  r e c r e a t i o n  o f

harmony. H o w e v e r,  h e  d o e s  n o t  t r y  t o  i s o l a t e  t h e  e f f i c i e n t  c a u s e

t h a t  f i r s t  l e d  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n ;  h e  does

not  l o o k  f o r  t h e  g r a v i t a t i o n a l  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  c o u l d  b r i n g  t o g e t h e r

a s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n .

V i n e r ' s ,  R o b b i n s ' s  a n d  Samuels 's  t r e a t m e n t s  o f  t h e  i n v i s i b l e

hand a r e  b a s e d  o n  a n  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h i s  e x p r e s s i o n  a s  i t  a p p e a r s  i n

the  TMS a n d  i n  t h e  1411. S m i t h ,  h o w e v e r,  h a d  a l r e a d y  u s e d  s u c h  a

metaphor i n  a  p r e v i o u s  o c c a s i o n ,  n a m e l y,  a s  t h e  " i n v i s i b l e  hand o f

J u p i t e r "  i n  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy.  A s  n o t e d  a b o v e ,  t h i s  e s s a y

was p u b l i s h e d  posthumously i n  1 7 9 5 ,  b u t  h a d  p r o b a b l y  b e e n  w r i t t e n

b e f o r e  1 7 5 8 ,  p r i o r  t o  t h e  TMS. A l e c  M a c f i e  ( 1 9 7 1 )  i s  a p p a r e n t l y  t h e

f i r s t
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w i t h  t h e  l a t e r  u s e s  t h a t  S m i t h  makes o f  i t .  T h e  o r i g i n a l  passage

reads:

26 ,Samuels ( 1 9 5 8 ) ,  p .  2 .
w 1
27 J a c o b  V i n e r  ( 1 9 2 8 ) ,  h o w e v e r ,  q u o t e s  a  p a s s a g e  f r o m  t h e

H i s t o r y  o f  A n c i e n t  P h y s i c s  w h i c h  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  e s s a y s  o n  T h e
P r i n c i p l e s  w h i c h  L e a d  a n d  D i r e c t  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  E n q u i r i e s .  T h e
H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  same work  and  precedes  o n l y  b y
few p a g e s  t h a t  o n  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  A n c i e n t  P h y s i c s .  I t  i s  s t r a n g e
t h a t  s u c h  a  p e c u l i a r  p h r a s e  d i d  n o t  c a p t u r e  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  a n
o tkprw ise  v e r y  m e t i c u l o u s  s c h o l a r  a s  V i n e r .  I t  i s  more  r e a s o n a b l e
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and t h e r e f o r e  n o t  w o r t h  m e n t i o n i n g .













i r r e g u l a r  o b s e r v a t i o n  f i t  i n t o  a  harmonic  sys tem.

I n  t h e  H i s t o r y  o f  Astronomy, ..the savage,  s t r u c k  by  a  w o n d e r f u l

phenomenon, i n v o k e s  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  h a n d ;  h o w e v e r,  t h e  r i c h  i n  t h e

T h e o r y  o f  M o r a l  S e n t i m e n t s ,  a n d  t h e  " i n v e s t o r "  i n  t h e  W e a l t h  o f

Nat ions  a r e  unconscious agen ts  l e d  by  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  hand t o  promote

t h e  g e n e r a l  w e l f a r e .  A l s o  f r o m  t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h e r e  seems t o  b e

an i n c o n s i s t e n c y,  b u t  i t  i s  e a s i l y  s o l v e d .  T h e  a l t e r  e g o  o f  t h e

savage t e r r i f i e d  b y  a  l i g h t n i n g  i s  n o t  t h e  s e l f - l o v i n g  a g e n t  o f  t h e

TMS o r  o f  t h e  WN; r a t h e r  i t  i s  S m i t h  h i m s e l f .  I n  t h e  same way  i n

which t h e  s c a r e d  p r i m i t i v e  t r i e s  t o  g i v e  h i m s e l f  a  " r e a s o n "  f o r  t h e

i r r e g u l a r  e v e n t ,  S m i t h  t h e  p h i l o s o p h e r  i s  f u l l  o f  wonder  when h e

cons iders  t h a t  a  complex s o c i e t y  c a n  work r e a s o n a b l y  w e l l  i n  s p i t e

of  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  e a c h  o f  i t s  members e x p l i c i t l y  seeks  o n l y  h i s / h e r

own i n t e r e s t .  H e n c e ,  S m i t h  h a s  s e t  f o r  h i m s e l f  a  p r o b l e m  whose

s o l u t i o n - - l e t  u s  c a l l  i t  x ,  o r ,  w h y  n o t ,  i n v i s i b l e  h a n d
3 5
- - w i l lr e c o n c i l e  i n d i v i d u a l  e g o t i s t i c a l  a c t i o n s  w i t h  a  h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f

harmony.

Th is  p a p e r  would  n o t  b e  complete  i f  we d i d  n o t  t r y  t o  g i v e  o u r

s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  p rob lem,  j u s t  t o  make i t  one  hundred  thousand  a n d

one. A s  w e  s t a t e d  a b o v e ,  S m i t h ' s  s e t  o f  a d m i s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n s  i s

composed o f
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1 " w
- -c l o s e s t  f to  t h e  f i r s t  c a u s e  w i t h o u t  e n t e r t a i n i n g  a n y  m e t a p h y s i c a l

discotThse. B u r k e  p o i n t s  a t  t h e  Newtonian g r a v i t a t i o n a l  p r i n c i p l e  as

28

e As s t r e s s e d  a b o v e ,  t h e  p r o b l e m  m a y  b e  r e p r e s e n t e d  b y  a
f u n 9 4 o n a l  e q u a t i o n  whose s o l u t i o n  i s  a  f u n c t i o n ,  i . e . ,  a  r u l e  and
not g imply  a  v a l u e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  hand may s tand  f o r
such a n  unknown r u l e .












