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In normative political theory Jeremy Waldron has encouraged us to note the distinction ‘between (a) a discussion of equality as an economic or social aim, and (b) as a discussion of the basic equality of all humans as a premise or assumption of moral and political thought’ (Waldron, 2008, p. 1). Adam Smith’s work bears upon both issues. 
On the more fundamental question, Waldron’s (b), there is compelling evidence that Smith is a basic egalitarian. Although Smith nowhere explicitly states a commitment to universal human moral equality, the evidence is nonetheless strong that he subscribed to such a view (Anderson, 2016; Fleischacker, 2013; Levy & Peart, 2005; McLean, 2006; Griswold, 1999, pp. 12, 199-200; Hanley 2009, pp. 205-6; Darwall, 2004, p. 132). There is his condemnation of all forms of slavery, and his contempt for any notion of the legitimacy of subordinating some humans to the institutionalised domination of others; his emphasis on adopting an impartial point of view when forming correct moral judgements that treats all human beings as moral agents and hence as presumptive equals; the absence (remarkable by eighteenth century standards) of racist thinking in his works; and his insistence that the observable differences of rank and quality in society are less a function of inherent worth or ability than the division of labour: that the vanity of the philosopher notwithstanding, the differences between him and a street porter arise ‘not so much from nature, as from habit, custom, and education’ (WN I.ii.4).
Regarding Waldron’s (a), however, matters are less clear. In part this is simply because, as stated, (a) encompasses an awful lot. At the very least, it involves questions of distribution of material resources, but also the relationships that individuals stand in to one another (matters of respect, status, hierarchy, authority, etc.). And, as Smith recognised, these things interact in complex ways, not least because both are conditioned by, but also in turn condition, the psychological states of relevant agents. What Smith thought about egalitarianism in terms of distributions (not just of material goods, but of status and respect) is complex and multifaceted, and cannot straightforwardly be read off his underlying commitment to basic equality.
Regarding distributions of material holdings Smith is evidently not any kind of strict egalitarian. He famously condones the inequality that arises from widespread market exchanges insofar as the poor in advanced market conditions are vastly better off than they would be in a situation of greater equality, but more extensive frugality: ‘the accommodation of an European prince does not always so much exceed that of an industrious and frugal peasant, as the accommodation of the latter exceeds that of many an African king’ (WN I.i.24). Nonetheless, the fact Smith felt the need to offer a justification, and one specifically in terms of the benefits accruing to the relative losers in material distributions, is significant. As Fleischacker has shown, Smith cared deeply about the plight of the poor, and was motivated to change both policy and attitudes in ways that would benefit them (Fleischacker, 2004a, pp. 62-7; Fleischacker, 2004b, pp. 203-227). Similarly, several recent commentators have suggested that the impetus for a certain kind of egalitarianism can be found in Smith. That even if he was not an egalitarian in matters of what we would now call distributive justice, we can nonetheless recover in his work important insights that egalitarians today might profitably work with (e.g. Pack, 1991, pp. 1, 4, 66; Kennedy, 2008, pp. 256-61; Rasmussen, 2008, pp. 101-8; Rasmussen, 2016; Hanley, 2009, 45, 199-200, 205-8; Anderson, 2016). In turn, whilst Smith is a defender of societies that license significant material inequality because of their reliance on market arrangements, insofar as he cares about the losers from those arrangements and wants to improve their condition, so there is a case for a ‘left’ Smith against the more popularly conceived-of ‘right’ Smith associated with laissez faire: an intellectual resource for modern defenders of (broadly speaking) social democratic welfare states, who take themselves to be various species of egalitarian in Waldron’s sense (a) (e.g. Fleischacker, 2016).[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For scepticism about Smith being appropriately claimed for either left or right, see C. Smith, 2012.] 

Yet I am skeptical about this way of assembling the pieces. For Smith’s account is more complex than has hitherto been realised, and appreciating that complexity prohibits us from telling a straightforwardly supportive story about Smith and egalitarianism. In particular, reading Smith calls into question whether an individual ethic regarding the holding of material wealth will be isomorphic with our political commitments. And insofar as these are incongruent, there seems an important gap between what Smith says about the normative implications of material distributions for individuals, and what to say in turn about the political aspects of inequality vis-à-vis society – a gap that Smith’s ethical reflections alone do not help us bridge. 
The reading defended in this chapter is that at the level of individual ethics Smith encourages us to be sufficientarians: that what matters in distributive questions is not that all approach equality on some relevant metric(s), but that one has enough, and that above a relevant threshold material inequality ought not to be of pressing normative concern to the individual considered qua individual. In this regard Smith’s position anticipates the basic argument for sufficientarianism found in Harry Frankfurt’s seminal paper ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’. However, Smith arguably offers a better version of the argument, by grounding it in an astute grasp of human psychology, and indeed a willingness to give psychology a central explanatory role in what is at stake. This may seem a backhanded compliment, however, insofar as sufficientarianism is now widely viewed as theoretically inferior to various species of egalitarianism (e.g. Casal, 2007; Lippert-Rasmussen, 2020; Shields, 2020; Phillips 2021, 75-85). But again, I am not so sure. For if Smith’s psychological account is correct – and my sense is that it might well be – then the sufficientarianism that he espouses may turn out to be one that we still have good reason to endorse today, at least as an individual ethic. Nonetheless, there may remain good reasons to think that egalitarianism still has a claim on us as a political value – and regarding which Smith’s considerations are indeterminate. Yet as a result it is not at all clear that Smith offers support for contemporary egalitarianism in the ways that recent commentators have hoped, precisely because we cannot read off of Smith’s individual-level ethical analysis straightforward political implications. 
The case for reading Smith as a sufficientarian in matters of individual ethical outlook centres on Part IV, Chapter 1, of TMS, which contains Smith’s account of what drives the economic consumption that gives rise to both prosperity and inequality, as well as his normative appraisal of the results. Yet it is crucial to interpret IV.1 correctly – something that, in my view, has largely not been done. This is because most readers take Smith to be arguing that consumption is driven by vanity, i.e. a desire to attain status, in competition with others, as signalled through possession of material assets (e.g. Rasmussen, 2008, chapter 3; Fleischacker, 2004, chapter 6; Griswold, 1999, pp. 217-27, 292-301; Hanley, 2009, 18, 36-38, 52, 101-3; Hill, 2017, p. 11; Hont, 2015, pp. 91-102; Luban, 2012, p. 284). By contrast, I read Smith as arguing that what drives most consumption is what I term a ‘quirk of rationality’ whereby we tend to become more preoccupied with the means of utility than any actually-derived utility itself. This is important, because taking a position on the underlying psychological drive to consumption, and hence the effects of that consumption on our psychology, is crucial for forming a normative assessment of the material inequality that arises from it. Whereas most readers take Smith to defer to Rousseau’s view that what drives consumption is competitive amour propre, and thus that inequality is normatively problematic insofar as it rests upon, and in turn aggravates, domineering status differentials, my reading is that this is not what Smith is arguing. Instead I read him as rejecting this kind of Rousseauvian concern as being largely ill-founded, and hence beside the point, when it comes to questions of material distribution, at least regarding how to live one’s individual life in a state of psychological balance. The implications of this bring us finally to the question of Smith’s thought and its relation to and egalitarianism as a political ideal. 

The Motor of Consumption and the Poor Son’s Perils
Part IV opens with Smith correcting Hume’s view that the utility of objects pleases by bringing to mind the satisfaction that such objects will deliver, either to us personally, or to others (in which case they please via sympathy). Against Hume, Smith notes that there are many instances in which we are more concerned with acquiring the means of utility than with the actual utility delivered. As examples he gives the man who spends more effort neatly arranging the chairs in a room than could be derived from the satisfaction of the floor being clear; the lover of trinkets who lugs about many devices with more effort than those devices could possibly save him; the person who has a watch that loses two minutes in a day and is obsessed with purchasing a more expensive one which loses only a minute in a fortnight, despite both being evidently good enough for the function of telling the time. In all cases ‘What pleases these lovers of toys is not so much the utility, as the aptness of the machines which are fitted to promote it’ (TMS IV.1.6).
These may seem trivial examples, but Smith insists that ‘Nor is it only with regard to such frivolous objects that our conduct is influenced by this principle; it is often the secret motive of the most serious and important pursuits of both private and public life’ (TMS IV.1.7). He draws out the far-reaching consequences of this quirk of rationality – of being more preoccupied with the means of utility than with utility itself – through his famous parable of the ‘poor man’s son, whom heaven in its anger has visited with ambition’ (TMS IV.1.8). The problem that besets the poor man’s son is that he looks at the means of utility possessed by the rich and powerful, and wishes the same for himself. Whereas he must walk, they ride in carriages; whereas he labours for himself, they have a retinue of servants; whereas he sleeps in a cottage, they slumber in a palace. If only he could have these things, he tells himself, then he would be content. Accordingly, he engages in a life of toil to acquire those means of utility, but in the process expands far more effort than could ever be compensated for by their possession. This is all undertaken in the mistaken belief that ‘if he had attained all these, he would sit still contentedly, and be quiet, enjoying himself in the thought of the happiness and tranquillity of his situation’ (TMS IV.1.8). But the poor man’s son is caught in a trap. For once he acquires the means he discovers that they do not make him happy after all. He is fixated on a ‘distant idea of felicity’, which he mistakenly believes will be arrived at if only he can acquire yet more means of utility. Rather than realising that he is on a hiding to nothing he continues to toil away, seeking yet further means of utility. Only at the very end of his life is the poor man’s son apt to realise, too late, the error of his ways: that he has wasted his life grasping for the horizon, precisely because ‘wealth and greatness are mere trinkets of frivolous utility, no more adapted for procuring ease of body or tranquillity of mind than the tweezer-cases of the lover of toys; and like them too, more troublesome to the person who carries them about with him than all the advantages they can afford him are commodious’ (TMS IV.1.8). 
Smith holds wealth and greatness to ultimately be mere means to utility, and hence of no greater inherent worth than a box of trinkets or a tidy room. However, we are apt to think that they are worth more because the conveniences of wealth and greatness are more obvious to disinterested observers. Insofar as grand estates, carriages, retinues, etc. are easily recognisable as things that promote utility, and insofar as we can all easily enter by sympathy into the imagined pleasures of the rich who possess such things, we imagine that if we possessed these means to utility, then we would be happier than we currently are. By contrast, ‘the curiosity of a tooth-pick, or an ear-picker, of a machine for cutting the nails, or of any other trinket of the same kind, is not so obvious’. In turn, wealth and greatness are more ‘reasonable’ subjects of ‘vanity than the magnificence of wealth and greatness’, because everybody can see the mechanism by which wealth and greatness promote utility, so it makes sense to be prouder of these things than (say) a watch, which is interesting only to the fellow aficionado of watches. As Smith concludes, this is why wealth and greatness are in part valued beyond merely the utility that they are a means for promoting directly: they ‘more effectually gratify that love of distinction so natural to man’, in a way that trinket boxes and accurate watches do not, and hence issue in a sort of psychological double-hit: once, from the utility they promote directly, and then again, from the thought of being admired for possessing such excellent means to utility by sympathetic observers (TMS IV.1.8).
Yet it is nonetheless at root the quirk of rationality, not the love of vanity, doing the heavy liftin in Smith’s account of why we admire and pursue richness and greatness, and motivating the majority of individual economic consumption. He explains the point as follows. First, if we observe whether the rich and great are actually happier due to their wealth and greatness – their possession of multiple means of utility – we find that they are not. Revealingly, the spectator typically ‘does not even imagine that they [the rich and great] are really happier than other people: but he imagines that they possess more means of happiness’. And from this preoccupation with the means of utility, not the actual utility experienced by the rich and great, comes the main admiration for riches and greatness. Combined with the fact that we all take pleasure, via sympathy, in being looked at approvingly by others (and hence we imagine that if we had wealth and greatness, then we would be looked at approvingly by others too, and would take pleasure from the situation accordingly) this tricks us into thinking – like the poor man’s son – that if we had more riches and greatness, then we would be happier. Remarkably, Smith notes, this belief persists in spite of abundant evidence that wealth and greatness do not make their possessors more contented, on average, than others. In any case, although vanity reinforces preoccupation with the means of utility, it is, Smith insists, the quirk of rationality that is doing the major work in the psychology of economic consumption. Vanity is a secondary, and derivative, motive, one that supervenes upon the false belief that if we had more means of utility, then we would finally be content. (We will return to this point below.)
Smith is adamant that pursuing wealth and greatness is folly if one thinks such things will generate contentment. By contrast, when adopting what he calls a ‘splenetic philosophy’ (TMS IV.1.9), he believes it evident that ‘the pleasures of the vain and empty distinctions of greatness disappear’ (TMS IV.1.8):
in the languor of disease and the weariness of old age, the pleasures of the vain and empty distinctions of greatness disappear…Power and riches appear then to be, what they are, enormous and operose machines contrived to produce a few trifling conveniencies to the body, consisting of springs the most nice and delicate, which must be kept in order with the most anxious attention, and which in spite of all our care are ready every moment to burst into pieces, and to crush in their ruins their unfortunate possessor. (TMS IV.1.8)

The poor man’s son is the most extreme example of wasting one’s life in the pursuit of chimerical ends, caused by valuing the means of utility more than utility itself.  But we are all prone to engaging in this kind of behavior, Smith thinks, for it is only when caught up in moments of ‘splenetic’ philosophy that we recognize the futility of pursuing yet more means of utility. In less melancholy moods, we happily go along with endlessly pursuing yet more means of utility in our own lives, without being troubled by the fact that sober philosophical reflection reveals that this is to grasp after the horizon. Whereas ‘If we consider the real satisfaction which all these things are capable of affording, by itself and separated from the beauty of that arrangement which is fitted to promote it, it will always appear in the highest degree contemptible and trifling’, nonetheless in daily practice ‘we rarely view it in this abstract and philosophical light’. Instead, ‘the pleasures of wealth and greatness, when considered in this complex view, strike the imagination as something grand and beautiful and noble, of which the attainment is well worth all the toil and anxiety which we are so apt to bestow upon it’ (TMS IV.1.9). Most of the time, in other words, we are all a bit like the poor man’s son. But that need not be an especially bad thing, Smith suggests, so long as we avoid the extremities that the poor man’s son falls into, instead engaging in our pursuit of the means of utility in moderation, in ways that do not excessively sacrifice real contentment for the ‘distant idea of felicity’.
Smith famously describes this psychology of endless consumption – of being more preoccupied with the means of utility than with utility itself, and thus never being satiated – as a deception. And this deception, he claims, is a good thing, at least at a societal level. (At the individual level, it depends: witness the poor man’s son.) This is because the deception is the main motor of consumption that drives overall economic prosperity. In perpetually pursuing the means of utility, rather than just utility itself (regarding which we could long ago have been content, with far less), humanity ‘entirely changed the whole face of the globe’ and ‘turned the rude forests of nature into agreeable and fertile plains, and made the trackless and barren ocean a new fund of subsistence, and the great high road of communication to the different nations of the earth. The earth by these labours of mankind has been obliged to redouble her natural fertility, and to maintain a greater multitude of inhabitants’. Whilst the ‘proud and unfeeling’ landlords who early-on gained possession of the great shares of property cared not at all about the poor, nonetheless in pursuing their own selfish gratification – the desire for ever more means of utility – they inadvertently promoted the good of all. This was because their eyes were bigger than their bellies, and whilst they imagined consuming the ‘whole harvest’ themselves, in reality they were forced to share with others – not out of kindness or generosity, but again out of selfishness. Having too much to consume alone, they traded their surpluses. In turn, through an ironic and unintended process, the selfishness of the rich and their ceaseless pursuit of more means of utility led to increased economic activity, thus greater prosperity, and the rising tide lifted all boats. The rich ‘are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of the necessaries of life, which would have been made, had the earth been divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants, and thus without intending it, without knowing it, advance the interest of the society, and afford means to the multiplication of the species’. As a result, ‘When Providence divided the earth among a few lordly masters, it neither forgot nor abandoned those who seemed to have been left out in the partition. These last too enjoy their share of all that it produces’ (TMS IV.1.10).
Yet Smith’s final normative assessment of this state of affairs is two-pronged. The first prong is well-known, and already noted: that insofar as the poor are made better off than they otherwise would be, the mere fact they have less is not necessarily objectionable. But Smith concludes his discussion by offering a second consideration, referring back to what he earlier claimed regarding the disjuncture between wealth and greatness and genuine happiness:
In what constitutes the real happiness of human life, they [the poor] are in no respect inferior to those who would seem so much above them. In ease of body and peace of mind, all the different ranks of life are nearly upon a level, and the beggar, who suns himself by the side of the highway, possesses that security which kings are fighting for (TMS IV.1.10).

This final remark, however, is crucial for teasing out the implications of Smith’s position. 

Smith’s Sufficientarianism
Smith’s account of the workings of the great deception is standardly read as an ‘on-balance’ defense of material inequality. That is: material inequality is normatively acceptable on balance, because although objectionable, this is outweighed by the good of making the poor vastly better off than they would be in conditions of more extensive equality, but greater overall frugality (e.g. Rasmussen, 2008, p. 171). Yet this is not Smith’s position.
Instead of being an on balance matter, Smith is claiming that not only are the poor made vastly better off in conditions of inequality-with-prosperity than they would be under equality-with-frugality, but that they aren’t anyway significantly worse off than the rich when it comes to what really matters. This is because what really matters on Smith’s view is living a life of contentment: of achieving happiness. Why are the less well-off in advanced conditions of economic opulence not necessarily significantly worse-off than the great and wealthy? Precisely because wealth and greatness are mere ‘enormous and operose machines’ that do not render anyone significantly happier, whereas when it comes to ‘ease of body and peace of mind, all the different ranks of life are nearly upon a level’. Hence why, in Smith’s example, the beggar sunning himself on the highway is (at least in that precise moment) better off than the king fighting for the very peace and security that the beggar (at least in that precise moment) possesses. 
Smith’s position is that once we realize that more wealth and more greatness do not reliably lead to more happiness, so we can also realize that as long as one has enough to secure ‘ease of body and peace of mind’, then attaining further wealth and greatness ought to lose their appeal. Having more means of utility will not by itself make one more contented, so it is better to try and achieve contentedness with what one has. But if that is case, then it doesn’t matter if some have vastly more material holdings, so long as one has enough to attain ‘ease of body and peace of mind’.
This is the basic case for reading Smith as, in modern parlance, a sufficientarian. What really matters, Smith thinks, is the achieving of contentedness, something which he sees as a question of personal psychological calibration rather than either total or relative material holdings. Certainly, a threshold of material and social goods will be required for anyone to be able to possess ‘ease of body and peace of mind’. This is presumably a major reason why, as Fleischacker has shown, Smith cares deeply about ensuring that the poor are, indeed, able to attain enough. Having said that, Smith seems to think that the threshold for ‘ease of body and peace of mind’ isn’t especially high. We might well disagree with him about that: my observation of beggars is that their lives are, generally speaking, miserable, and Smith’s use of that example is a rare occasion where his rhetoric hinders his argument. But the important conceptual point is that wherever the threshold is finally taken to be, assuming that it has indeed been achieved, Smith’s position yields the following question: how could it be normatively concerning as a matter of individual ethical living if above the threshold some have more, when having more does not make a difference to happiness? 
Smith’s position is thus not egalitarian, but sufficientarian. Indeed, it anticipates Harry Frankfurt’s argument that ‘With respect to the distribution of economic assets, what is important from the point of view of morality is not that everyone should have the same but that each should have enough. If everyone had enough, it would be of no moral consequence whether some had more than others’ (Frankfurt 1987, p. 21). Like Frankfurt, Smith is sensitive to the fact that it is a ‘false assumption that someone who is economically worse off has more important unsatisfied needs than someone who is better off’ (p. 34). At the end of his life of toil the poor man’s son may have grown rich, and yet be miserable and unfulfilled. By contrast the less ambitious street porter – enjoying ease of body and tranquillity of mind in his comparatively lowly station – may be far more contented, and thus better off. 
Yet Smith’s thought also contains the resources for what a more plausible account than Frankfurt’s. This is because Smith’s sufficientarianism is grounded in a wider psychological matrix, one which enables him to address what are frequently taken as compelling reasons for favoring some form of egalitarianism over sufficientarianism, and that Frankfurt’s account is insufficiently sensitive to: the link between material inequality and the relational standing of agents with different holdings in society (Lippert-Rasmussen, 2020). 
The basic charge here is that material sufficiency cannot be enough, even for the individual qua individual, because whenever there is material inequality, there will necessarily be inequality in the relations that individuals stand in towards each other – and such inequality is not likely to be benign, but oppressively domineering, and of significant disadvantage to those subjected to it. In other words: if there is inequality then there is likely to be domination, and insofar as there is domination, individuals are unlikely to be able to achieve the happiness that Smith envisages for them as enabled by meeting some sufficient threshold of material holdings. Accordingly (the charge goes) sufficiency above a threshold of material assets cannot be enough, because above that threshold inequalities do still matter.
Indeed, it may be objected on these very grounds that my reading of Smith as sufficientarian cannot in fact be Smith’s position, precisely because he registered this very form of relational egalitarian concern, and responded to it in egalitarian terms, via his engagement with Rousseau (Hanley 2008; Rasmussen, 2008). Anderson, for example, has argued that ‘Smith accepts central elements of Rousseau’s analysis. He agrees that vanity— the desire for the unmerited esteem of others— is the basic motive for seeking luxury…This is one of the driving forces behind commercial society, generating both great wealth and great inequality’ (Anderson, 2016, p. 164). In turn, she presents Smith as offering ‘moderate egalitarian remedies’ to Rousseau’s radical egalitarian critique (p. 166). Yet my sense is that it is not correct. That not only does Smith not agree with Rousseau’s diagnosis, but that his position in TMS when it comes to the normative assessment of material distributions is not best characterised as egalitarian (however moderate), but sufficientarian. 

Rousseau’s Challenge
In the Second Discourse Rousseau depicts human psychology as deeply corrupted by the advent of widespread economic consumption. In the state of nature human beings were still possessed of the natural principle of pity, and were able to engage in mutually-gratifying social practices (communal dancing, dressing up in feathers and shells, etc.) designed to simultaneously satiate the amour propre of all individuals in a positive-sum manner. But with the advent of economic exchange this happy state of affairs ended. Once humans realized they could use material goods to signal status, their capacity for natural pity was suppressed, with amour propre becoming pathologically enflamed into ‘a black inclination to harm one another…and always the hidden desire to profit at another’s expense’ (Rousseau, 1997, p. 171). Status-seeking became zero-sum, individuals hankering after ever more material goods in an endless cycle of social one-upmanship. Imbalances in economic production and consumption quickly gave rise to inequality, and thus class relations. In order to avoid nascent revolution at the hands of the now also pathologically amour propre-driven poor, the rich hit upon the idea of property rights as enforced by a central agency (i.e. the state). Although this was a terrible deal for the poor, they bought into the arrangement because their enflamed amour propre was more preoccupied with securing their meagre holdings from the perceived threat of their immediate (also poor) neighbors, rather than with recognizing the systemic nature of the problem. ‘All ran toward their chains in the belief that they were securing their freedom; for while they had enough reason to sense the advantages of a political establishment, they had not enough experience to foresee its dangers’ (Rousseau, 1997, p. 173). Under conditions of state-enforced private property and widespread material inequality, human beings were condemned to having their amour propre remain permanently enflamed, and thus forever a source of psychological pain due to the remorseless nature of social status competition, now coupled with a system of centralized political domination designed to keep the entire state of affairs in place. On Rousseau’s account, therefore, not only is economic consumption driven primarily by status competition (enflamed amour propre with natural pity suppressed), but this consumption is in turn a source of social domination and individual misery – which further enflames amour propre, propagating a vicious cycle.
Does Smith, as many commentators maintain, fundamentally agree with Rousseau’s diagnosis of what drives economic consumption, even if he disagrees with Rousseau’s assessment of the correlate political outcome? As the above should already have begun to make clear, the answer is no.
In the first place, in TMS Part IV Smith is clear that it is not vanity, or status competition, that drives most economic consumption, but the quirk of rationality. Vanity is a secondary motive to most consumption, one which at most supervenes on the more fundamental preoccupation of acquiring ever more means of utility. Smith rejects Rousseau’s account of what motivates the bulk of economic consumption.
Second, it is vital to recognize that Smith’s example of the ‘poor man’s son’ is an extreme case. Whereas Rousseau posits that pretty much everyone behaves like the poor man’s son all of the time, Smith believes such a figure is the exception not the rule. The poor man’s son is worth drawing attention to because he sharply illustrates the phenomenon under discussion, and because we are all prone to behaving like him some of the time. But he is not the archetype of normal behavior. Furthermore, whilst the poor man’s son is a pathological extreme we ought to be cautious not to emulate, Smith thinks it evidently is possible not to emulate him. Whereas Rousseau in the Discourse supposes that in advanced market relations characterized by extensive material inequality we cannot help but be driven by status and vanity concerns to endlessly pursue consumer goods in a never-ending cycle of competitive psychological self-harm, Smith disagrees. The entire thrust of TMS IV.1 is to encourage us not to be like the poor man’s son, indicating that Smith thinks we are capable of resisting the siren song of endless consumption, at least to some adequate degree.
Third, Smith denies Rousseau’s claim that because natural pity is suppressed in conditions of enflamed amour propre due to rampant consumption, so our vanity necessarily issues in zero-sum status competition. On the contrary, Smith makes it central to his moral psychology that our capacity for sympathy enables us to take pleasure in the pleasures of others – including their social status – and hence our social interactions are not necessarily zero-sum. Smith, following Hume, is clear that human beings tend to love and esteem the wealthy and powerful, rather than being competitively provoked, or psychologically harmed, by their superior standing, and that we willingly in turn defer to superiors on the basis of opinion-based natural authority (TMS I.iii.2.1; WN V.i.b.11; Sagar 2018, chapters 3 and 5). Indeed, one of the reasons we are vain about our material possessions is precisely because other people take pleasure in looking at those possessions and imagining the utility they are a means to, and we in turn take pleasure from knowing that they are taking pleasure in looking at us and our material assets. The psychology of vanity as filtered through consumption is not only, for Smith, primarily predicated on the quirk of rationality (not status competition), but insofar as vanity enters the picture it is often a mutually complementary process whereby we elevate each other rather than, as Rousseau supposes, constantly doing each other down.
Rather than taking over Rousseau’s concerns and recycling them in his own name, but sheepishly apologizing for the evils of inequality because on balance the poor are made better off than they otherwise would be, Smith is saying something else. He is saying that Rousseau’s concerns are ill-founded. Not only is Rousseau wrong about what motivates most economic consumption, he is also wrong about the effects of this consumption on the psychologies of ordinary people. Smith is denying that material inequalities necessarily lead to relational inequalities in the way that Rousseau claims. Precisely because most consumption is motivated by the quirk of rationality, not vanity, and because we take pleasure via sympathy in the riches of others and admire them for it (as they do towards us), there is no necessary link between inequality of material holdings and inequality of relations. Smith denies that we are living in the unhappy situation dramatically depicted in the Second Discourse. Our condition is altogether more benign, even if, from a detached philosophical perspective, it is still peculiar because founded upon the operations of a more-or-less ubiquitous deception. 
This is not to say that Smith thinks relational inequality therefore does not matter, or is a non-problem. Far from it. An abiding feature of his thought is his condemnation of domination, and his advocating for political arrangements which protect the weak from the depredations of the powerful, which in practice typically does mean securing the poor from the ravages of the rich, who typically use their material advantages to exploit and dominate the poor (Luban, 2012; Sagar 2022, chapters 2 and 5; Sagar, forthcoming). Yet Smith thinks that the best way to achieve that is to establish the meaningful rule of law as a safeguard for all against domination, rather than to try and reduce material inequality. So long as the rule of law protects individuals from domination, the mere fact that some have greater material holdings than others does not automatically, on Smith’s picture, generate troublesome relational inequality. This is because the functioning of sympathy entails the positive-, not zero-, sum nature of consumption in a well-ordered polity, which is anyway mostly motivated not by a desire for status, but because of our preoccupation with acquiring the means of utility. Consumption again emerges as much more benign in its relational effects than Rousseau supposes. Of course, one may not be persuaded by this, but it is Smith’s position.
The contrast with Rousseau thus reinforces, rather than undermines, the conclusion that Smith in TMS is best characterized as sufficientarian, not egalitarian. So long as one has sufficient material holdings to secure ease of body and peace of mind, and is fortunate enough to reside in a political locale were the rule of law and the regular administration of justice secure one from domination by the more powerful, Smith offers no reason to think that concomitant material inequality ipso facto generates relational inequality. From his perspective, there is no (relational) egalitarian case for greater material equality to answer. To be sure, from the perspective of the contemporary liberal-egalitarian left Smith’s picture is liable to look woefully incomplete, given what we now know about how the formal rule of law tends not to be sufficient, by itself, to secure the weak and poor from domination, absent further meaningful social measures (e.g. Waldron 1993; Shklar 1990). But that is a distinct matter, and it ought hardly to be a surprise that a thinker of the eighteenth century failed to anticipate the concerns of post-war liberal-egalitarians.
On Smith’s view, dealing with relational inequality emerges as a problem not directly caused by inequalities of material holdings themselves, and in turn not appropriately targeted by any form of egalitarian solution with respect to material distributions. At the societal level, Smith thinks that the problem of relational inequality is ultimately caused by the libido dominandi, the urge of humans to try and dominate others (Luban, 2012), and not the mere presence of material inequality. Of course, those who seek to dominate others will likely seek to employ differentials of material holdings as a means to enact their domination. In which case, material inequality would certainly be of concern to Smith (as it evidently is, throughout LJ and the historical sections of WN). But the problem in such cases isn’t material inequality per se, nor its direct effects on the moral sentiments of relevant agents, but the use such inequality is being put to in a particular context, namely the domination of the weak by the strong. The relation between material inequality and domination is for Smith contingent upon wider social circumstance, which he seems to think can be effectively mitigated in conditions of modernity in a way Rousseau expressly denies. If domination is sufficiently controlled via the rule of law in a well-ordered political structure, Smith indicates that material inequality might safely proceed without deleterious effects in terms of relational inequality necessarily following, so long as those with less have enough to secure their material and social standing.
Smith’s position suggests that if one is suffering psychologically under conditions of material inequality, the solution lies not in targeting the material inequality itself, but in one’s psychological response to it. TMS is in part a guide for how best to achieve psychological balance in the extremely taxing context of having to live permanently in the gaze of others (be they richer than us or otherwise). This culminates in Smith’s injunction that the goal of a healthy ethical life (which, for him, is pari passu a healthy psychological life) is to seek to be praiseworthy, rather than merely praised (TMS III.2.1-35). Praiseworthiness is, however, for Smith not a function of material holdings, but of one’s psychological calibration and public comportment. Again the result is sufficientarian in implication: so long as one has enough to secure ease of body and peace of mind – which in practice means learning as far as possible to live for praiseworthiness rather than praise – so one must also avoid the trap of the poor man’s son, and not become besotted with the means of utility, nor be preoccupied with the standing of the great and wealthy, but instead focus on one’s personal psychological calibration. The correct solution to personal distress under conditions of material inequality no more lies in advocating for greater material equality (however moderate), than in trying to become rich. Despite attacking the problem from opposite directions, so to speak, both these responses are, from Smith’s perspective, founded upon the same confusion: of thinking that the means of utility that can make us contented. And again, note the sufficientarian implication: so long as you have enough, it doesn’t matter if others have more when it comes to material distributions (provided they aren’t using that inequality as a means for enacting domination), because it isn’t making them any happier, let alone more praiseworthy.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  It may be objected that I focus here unduly on TMS Part IV at the expense of Part I, where Smith may appear to take an entirely more Rousseau-like position. For reasons of space I cannot address this matter here, but for relevant considerations as to why Smith is not agreeing with Rousseau in Part I any more than in Part IV, see Sagar 2022, chapters 3 and 4.] 


The Personal vs. the Political
Smith in TMS offers a sufficientarian, rather than egalitarian, perspective. He urges us to accept that happiness is a function of personal psychological calibration not total or relative material holdings (at least above some sufficient threshold), and what matter is not having the same as everyone else, nor having more than them, but having enough to achieve contentedness regardless of what others have. In this regard, the tendency (and I take it, the intended function) of TMS is therapeutic: Smith’s message is one about how to live better in a world of material inequality, where the great deception that created that inequality (the effects of the quirk of rationality) also threatens to trick us into adopting the folly of the poor man’s son.
Yet TMS has effectively nothing to say on the wider political implications of inequality, especially in terms of what government might do (or not do) about it when it arises as a social phenomenon. And this ought not to be especially surprising. As Robin Douglass argues in this volume, despite recent commentary tending to read TMS as a primarily political intervention, one centrally preoccupied with defending something called ‘commercial society’, this is a serious distortion. TMS is overwhelmingly and primarily a work of ethics, focused on both explaining the form and content of moral life, and also offering suggestions for how to live well: ultimately, to seek praiseworthiness and not mere praise, and where those categories are understood as constructed out of the purely naturalistic functioning of our shared sentiments. Smith, to be sure, offers penetrating reflections on political matters at certain key points (e.g. TMS VI.ii.I). But his aim in TMS is not to guide social policy, nor to indicate how legislators might tackle any particular question. This is significant, insofar as it is not obvious, and certainly not necessarily the case, that individual-level responses to distributive questions are isomorphic with social-level ones. Whilst it may be that as an individual one agrees with Smith in TMS that what matters is sufficiency, not equality, it is an open question whether as a social policy one thinks some kind of egalitarianism might still be preferable to some comparative non-egalitarian arrangement. 
  For example, Martin O’Neill has argued that the most plausible forms of egalitarian theory are non-intrinsic: that what renders them persuasive (or not) is their connection to substantive normative goods, and not just the brute fact of equality in-and-of-itself (O'Neill, 2008; cf. Brooke 2020, pp. 1407-8). Specifically, that egalitarian theories are most plausible when seen as a way of delivering improved well-being (however conceived) to relevant individuals, which they would lack under conditions of comparable inequality.[footnoteRef:3] By contrast if egalitarianism is conceived of as merely arithmetic – as detached from the social and political situations in which (in)equality matters in substantive ways to people’s lives – then it is at the very least implausible, and perhaps even unintelligible, as a normative ideal. Yet as O’Neill makes clear, what motivates leading non-intrinsic egalitarian theories, such as those of John Rawls and Thomas Scanlon, is precisely what motivated Rousseau: a concern with the allegedly deleterious effects of material inequality in terms of status competition as refracted through competitive amour propre, and the resulting instantiation of social domination and illegitimate hierarchy that are thought to result. O’Neill distils the point down very precisely when he suggests that non-intrinsic egalitarianism makes central what he calls ‘an egalitarian conception of amour propre’, one which holds that ‘self-respect is inconsistent with living under conditions of domination, or of being under the arbitrary power of others’, hence why he identifies non-intrinsic egalitarianism as ‘itself a Rousseauvian position’ (O’Neill 2008, p. 128; p. 129, n. 28). Crucially, O’Neill contends that it is a ‘deep social fact’ that greater material equality is usually both necessary and sufficient to avoid ‘domination and stigmatizing differences in status’ which are ‘offensive to the dignity and standing of human agents’ (O’Neill 2008, p.30; Jubb 2015, p. 681). It follows that non-intrinsic egalitarians have reason to advocate for greater equality of material conditions. [3:  Importantly, certain forms of equality may themselves be a factor in what counts as improved well-being, in which case a non-intrinsic egalitarian theory is not merely instrumental, not just a means to something else. It must, however, ultimately make reference to something else, besides mere equality in-and-of-itself, in order for the value of equality to make sense as a value.] 

What bearing does TMS have on these matters? On the one hand, Smith calls into question the urgency of the call for non-intrinsic egalitarianism that O’Neill puts forward. In particular, by rejecting Rousseau’s account of what motivates economic consumption, of its effects on our psychological calibration, and by positing the possibility of legitimate hierarchy amidst inequality as a function of natural authority (Sagar 2018, chapter 5), Smith suggests that O’Neill’s ‘deep social fact’ may not be as deep, or as worrisome, as the latter supposes. Inequality may not always be as bad, for non-intrinsic reasons, as Rousseauvian theorists are apt to presume.
On the other hand, it does not follow that Smith’s sufficientarian considerations rule out the kinds of concerns that O’Neill highlights as central to non-intrinsic egalitarianism. One way of seeing this is to consider the different responses it is appropriate to offer an individual qua individual from e.g. the position of friendship, versus individual qua member of a political group in conditions of social contestation. Suppose a friend bemoans the fact that they make less money than others in their social circle, and that this is a source of personal unhappiness. It might be quite appropriate to give them a copy of TMS, urge them to take on board the lessons of Part IV, and avoid falling into the pitfalls of the poor man’s son: ‘Money won’t make you happy!’ is sometimes good advice, provided that the other person does in fact have enough at present, and assuming that you stand in the right kind of relationship to them when saying such things. By contrast, if somebody is worried that their child does not have access to a good school because their family is unable to afford to buy a house in an area which has good schools – or indeed buy a house at all, say because inequities in the property market accruing over several decades have effectively excluded lower-income households from being able to purchase houses, leaving them in precarious rental accommodation – then offering them a copy of TMS with the words ‘Money won’t make you (or your child) happy!’ is not just inappropriate, but potentially insulting. It might be true that material assets alone won’t make one happy, and that in our personal lives we generally do best to reconcile ourselves to what we currently have. Yet nothing necessarily follows from that about how to evaluate the social implications of inequalities, nor how we ought properly to register and respond to the concerns voiced by those negatively affected by them. Smith may be right that everyone would be better off if they adopted the outlook he urges in TMS Part IV. But that doesn’t change the fact (as Smith himself points out in TMS I.iii.3) that most people won’t adopt this perspective, and hence when it comes to politics we have to work with that fact rather than just imagining it away, or dismissing it via high-handed reflection on what we deem the correct form of the good life to be. Furthermore, what governments should do about such inequalities – and the political pressures that arise from them – is a further, obviously political, and enormously complex, question, and one that TMS simply does not offer us help in answering. 
A related concern is that over time inequality is likely to interfere with sufficiency, insofar as those with more tend to concentrate that advantage and exclude those with less, precisely by using their material advantage to politically rig the system in their own favor, compounding inequality over time (Phillips 2021, 78-85). One potential – and experience indicates, likely – consequence of this is that it becomes harder for those at the bottom of the social pile to secure enough for happiness, because they find themselves living in a system increasingly structured against them. But as a result, one might turn out to have individual-level sufficientarian motivations for adopting societal-level egalitarian political measures, if the latter turn out to be required for realizing the former. This is to a significant degree an empirical question, but then the point is that such matters cannot be settled via ethical reflection regarding the psychology of individuals alone.
Smith’s position in TMS is thus indeterminate on questions of how we ought to view social policy. One may follow Smith in being a sufficientarian in one’s private life, whilst adopting non-intrinsic egalitarianism in one’s politics, or indeed some other distributive outlook entirely. Again, this ought not to be especially surprising. TMS is a work of ethics, not of government or social policy, and furthermore one written in the eighteenth century, i.e. before modern questions of distributive justice really got going following the rise of mass industrial capitalism, the enormous increase in the capacity of the modern state and its ability to provide welfare, the emergence of social phenomena like trade unions movements, and new collectivist ideological outlooks that arose partly in response to dramatic social change, but also in contestation with the increasingly dominant ideology of liberalism (Heath 2020, pp. 116-48). Yet when we turn to that portion of Smith’s corpus that was concerned with questions of government and social policy, what we find in WN is that Smith is primarily concerned with relieving the suffering of the poor in absolute terms, not their standing relative to other more advantaged social groups. This again points in the direction of Smith being better categorized as a sufficientarian, rather than an egalitarian, in distributive matters, although there is no space to make the case here (nonetheless see WN V.i.f.). Although Smith can certainly help us to sharpen our thoughts on some of the matters involved, recent efforts to claim him as a resource for the modern egalitarian left are insufficiently sensitive to the considerable difficulties involved in doing so. Those difficulties are inherent not just to the complexity of Smith’s thought, as well as the historical distance that separates his context from ours, but to what is at stake when we are thinking about the demands of equality, and the truth – which it seems to me to be – that we should not expect private morality to neatly correlate with, nor straightforwardly translate into, politics.
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