The Theory Of Moral Sentiments: A Profound
Classic That Reshaped Moral Philosophy

When it comes to philosophical works that have deeply influenced our
understanding of morality and ethics, Adam Smith's "The Theory Of Moral
Sentiments" stands as a timeless masterpiece. This profound classic, part of the
Dover Philosophical Classics series, delves deep into the intricacies of human

nature and the principles that govern our moral judgments and behavior.

The Importance of "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments"

Published in 1759, "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments" was Smith's first major
work. It established his reputation as a leading moral philosopher well before his

groundbreaking book on economics, "The Wealth of Nations," was released.

In a world where moral philosophy was predominantly focused on reason and
duty, Smith's work introduced a fresh perspective. He argued that moral
judgments were not solely based on rationality, but rather on a complex interplay

of emotions, sympathy, and individual sentiment.
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Through his exploration of human nature, Smith aimed to provide a
comprehensive understanding of moral virtue and develop a framework for moral
decision-making. He believed that individuals possess an innate moral sense that
guides their behavior, enabling them to recognize and distinguish between

actions that are morally right or wrong.

Examining Moral Sentiments Through the Lens of Sympathy

One of the central themes in "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments" is the role of
sympathy in shaping moral judgments and behavior. According to Smith,

sympathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings of others.

Smith believed that humans have a natural inclination to sympathize with others,
allowing them to feel both pleasure and pain when witnessing someone else's
experiences. By tapping into this shared sentiment, individuals develop a moral

understanding of what is acceptable or praiseworthy and what is not.

Through vivid examples and thoughtful anecdotes, Smith illustrates how our
judgments are influenced by sympathy. He argues that we tend to approve of
actions that elicit our sympathy and disapprove of those that provoke negative
sentiments. By cultivating empathy and understanding, we can become more

virtuous individuals capable of making ethical decisions.

Moral Approbation and the Role of Impartial Spectator

Another significant concept explored in "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments" is the

idea of moral approbation — the approval or disapproval of others towards our
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actions. Smith presents the concept of the "impartial spectator," an imagined

unbiased observer who assesses our behavior based on moral standards.

Smith suggests that individuals constantly seek the approval of this impartial
spectator, which helps shape their actions. When our actions align with the
standards set by the impartial spectator, we experience moral approbation,
leading to enhanced self-esteem and a sense of moral righteousness.
Conversely, actions that deviate from these standards result in moral

disapprobation.

By aiming for the approbation of an impartial spectator, Smith argues that
individuals strive to act in accordance with moral principles. The recognition and
understanding of this internal observer allow individuals to regulate their behavior

and cultivate virtuous habits.

Contemporary Relevance and Enduring Impact

Over two centuries since its publication, "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments"
remains highly relevant and influential in contemporary moral philosophy. Smith's
emphasis on empathy, sympathy, and the role of emotions in moral decision-

making has shaped the foundation for various ethical theories.

The focus on understanding the feelings and sentiments of others has paved the
way for theories like care ethics and virtue ethics. It has prompted scholars to
delve further into the complexities of human nature and how it impacts our moral

reasoning.

Furthermore, Smith's exploration of moral sentiments and virtues has extended
its influence beyond philosophy. It has influenced fields such as psychology,
sociology, and anthropology, as scholars recognize the critical role of emotions

and empathy in human interactions.



The Dover Philosophical Classics Edition

The Dover Philosophical Classics edition of "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments"
ensures that Smith's profound work is accessible to a wide range of readers. Its
inclusion in this prestigious series further solidifies its status as a must-read

classic.

The edition is meticulously translated and includes comprehensive notes and
annotations that enhance the understanding of Smith's ideas. Dover's
commitment to bringing important philosophical works to readers allows
individuals from all backgrounds to engage with profound ideas and explore the

depths of human nature.

In

Adam Smith's "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments" is a profound classic that has
significantly influenced moral philosophy and our understanding of human nature.
By examining moral judgments through the lens of sympathy and the role of an
impartial spectator, Smith challenges prevailing assumptions and offers a fresh

perspective.

While the book was published over two centuries ago, its enduring relevance and
impact continue to shape contemporary ethical theories. Moreover, the Dover
Philosophical Classics edition ensures that this timeless work is accessible to

readers seeking to deepen their understanding of morality and ethics.

So, whether you are a seasoned philosopher or a curious individual fascinated by
the complexities of human morality, "The Theory Of Moral Sentiments" is a must-

read that will undoubtedly expand your perspectiv
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The foundation for a general system of morals, this 1749 work is a landmark in
the history of moral and political thought. Readers familiar with Adam Smith from
The Wealth of Nations will find this earlier book a revelation. Although the author
is often misrepresented as a calculating rationalist who advises the pursuit of self-
interest in the marketplace, regardless of the human cost, he was also interested
in the human capacity for benevolence — as The Theory of Moral Sentiments
amply demonstrates.

The greatest prudence, Smith suggests, may lie in following economic self-
interest in order to secure the basic necessities. This is only the first step,
however, toward the much higher goal of achieving a morally virtuous life. Smith
elaborates upon a theory of the imagination inspired by the philosophy of David
Hume. His reasoning takes Hume's logic a step further by proposing a more
sophisticated notion of sympathy, leading to a series of highly original theories
involving conscience, moral judgment, and virtue.

Smith's legacy consists of his reconstruction of the Enlightenment idea of a

moral, or social, science that embraces both political economy and the theory of
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law and government. His articulate expression of his philosophy continues to

inspire and challenge modern readers.
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