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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This paper has three main aims. First, to make good on recent suggestions Adam Smith; religion;
that Adam Smith offers a genealogy of the origins of religious belief. Thisis ~ genealogy; Nietzsche; truth
done by offering a systematic reconstruction of his account of religion in

The Theory of Moral Sentiments, demonstrating that Smith there offers a

naturalised account of religious belief, whilst studiously avoiding

committing himself to the truth of any such belief. Second, | seek to

bring out that Smith was ultimately less interested in the truth of

religious beliefs than in evaluating and understanding the place of

religion in healthy ethical living. Third, | put Smith’s account into

contrast with the more famous treatment offered by Nietzsche (as well

as Bernard Williams's later, Nietzschean, reflections), and suggest that

Smith offers us the more plausible picture of both religion and morality,

a finding of both historical and contemporary philosophical import.

1. Introduction

In the now voluminous literature on Adam Smith, perhaps the most vexed disagreements of all per-
tain to Smith’s religiosity — or lack thereof. For Smith has been read as everything from an irreli-
gious sceptic who hid his true beliefs under an increasingly thin veil of rhetorical camouflage'; a
naturalist about the origins of religious belief but without this necessarily generating sceptical con-
clusions about either religious beliefs veracity or its moral usefulness’; a species of Deist who fell
short of supporting Christian dogma but was nonetheless of genuinely religious bent’; right
through to his espousing a sincere theology that underpins a divinely ordered teleology, which itself
undergirds the coherence of his seminal contributions in moral theory, and according to some com-
mentators, in political economy also.* The following paper neither hopes nor seeks to end these
scholarly controversies, spanning as they do Smith’s life and circumstances, his innermost private
beliefs, his relationship to his friend ‘the great infidel’ David Hume, his earliest writings in The His-
tory of Astronomy right through to the Wealth of Nations and all six editions of The Theory of Moral
Sentiments (TMS),> as well as his complex discussions of teleology, design, providence, nature,
efficient vs. final causes, and much else besides. Instead, I put to the side what Smith personally
believed about the truth of religion, and ask an orthogonal question that has been unduly obscured
by focus on what Smith personally thought about whether or not there is a God. Namely: where
does religion fit in Smith’s wider assessment of ethical life, and to what extent does religion matter
when it comes to our getting that right?

This is done by focusing on Smith’s analysis of the origins of religious belief, as laid out specifi-
cally in TMS, something that has not yet been satisfactorily undertaken (important recent work by
Ryan Patrick Hanley and Craig Smith notwithstanding). The reading offered here is that Smith’s
account of religion in TMS is best understood as a genealogy.® The first aim of this paper is thus
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to systematically reconstruct Smith’s genealogy as found across distinct parts of TMS. I show that
Smith consistently characterises religious belief as the product of natural moral sentiments, with
human beings inventing and maintaining religious beliefs and explanations to ease the psychologi-
cal pain that results from the often tragic and unjust character of ethical life. The brute prevalence of
injustice and moral luck thus play large roles in Smith’s account.” However, a key feature of TMS’s
genealogy is that Smith’s arguments are carefully formulated to imply that whilst religious beliefs
are functionally useful, a space is opened that enables the reader to remain ambivalent, or even scep-
tical, regarding their truth status. TMS may thus be read as offering an error theory: insofar as we
have alternative (naturalistic) explanations for religious beliefs, this potentially impugns the truth
status of those beliefs. Ultimately, however, it is also not the truth status of religion that most inter-
ests Smith.

I argue that Smith does not take any firm position on the implications of his genealogy when it
comes to questions of truth, studiously leaving such matters open. This is a feature of the account
that is extremely significant, yet the importance of which has not been adequately appreciated. For
TMS is ultimately less interested in the truth of religious belief than in its place in healthy ethical
living, and that this is where our attention should be focused accordingly. We thus need to move
beyond asking whether Smith held particular religious beliefs to be true (as the scholarship to date
has been overwhelmingly preoccupied with, but which I suggest below is a question that cannot be
definitively settled), and come instead to see that much more important to him was making sense of
religion as part of a more fundamental project of understanding and evaluating the moral senti-
ments, and indeed ethical life, as a whole.®

Characterising Smith as a ‘genealogist’ of religion, more interested in ethical health than issues of
religious truth, invites, in turn, an obvious comparison with Nietzsche. The final part of this paper is
thus not confined to interpretation of TMS, but puts Smith’s account into contrast with Nietzsche’s
more famous treatment of these matters. I argue that Smith and Nietzsche are similar in one impor-
tant respect: they are both less interested in the truth status of religion than of its effects upon our
ethical and psychological lives. Yet whereas Smith is for the most part sanguine about these,
Nietzsche is anything but. I suggest in turn that whilst we can still learn from Nietzsche, overall
it is Smith who offers the more plausible portrait of both religion and morality.

2. Ground clearing

We begin by considering a recent interpretation of Smith which despite offering helpful
insights leaves a fundamental issue obscured. Hanley has argued that Smith sees ‘true’ religious
principles as natural to human beings, on three distinct grounds. (‘True’ here means uncor-
rupted, i.e. not the product of fanaticism, factions, and excessive superstition or enthusiasm.’)
According to Hanley, ‘first, they are natural insofar as they have not yet been corrupted;
second, they are natural insofar as they reinforce our natural sense of duty; and third, they
are natural insofar as they support our natural love of virtue’.'” T am broadly in agreement
with Hanley on these points, and regarding which I will go into detail below. But despite
establishing these three senses by which principles of true religion can be ‘natural’, Hanley
leaves a crucial issue unaddressed.

This is that even if Smith does think that religion is natural to human beings, that is a separate
question from whether religious beliefs are true. It may, after all, be natural for human beings to
form religious ideas, yet all of those ideas could nonetheless be false. This is a coherent position
to hold (indeed I suspect it is Smith’s position, although I will not press the case here). Hanley
side-steps this distinction, however, by reading Smith as rejecting a binary between theism and
atheism, suggesting he is instead committed not only to the naturalness of religious belief, but to
its necessity as an outgrowth of underlying moral sentiments, a position which ends up (according
to Hanley) putting Smith surprisingly close to Kant, and which renders largely irrelevant any dis-
tinction between theism and atheism."!
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But this will not do. For even if Smith thinks that religious belief is necessary to humans (a con-
troversial claim), this does not eliminate the question of whether religious belief has genuine prop-
ositional content. After all, even if it were necessary that human beings believe in some falsehood,
that does not eo ipso make the falsehood true. (Beliefs are true because they are true, not because
they are necessary.) Hanley is thus not entitled to sideline the theism vs. atheism debate so quickly:
the issue of necessity is a red herring. Although I will later suggest that Hanley is broadly correct to
read Smith as ambivalent between theism and atheism in several fundamental regards, this is not
because of the alleged necessity of religious beliefs, but because of the otiose nature of theistic claims
when analysing the moral sentiments and wider ethical life. To make valid progress, therefore, we
need to retreat to Hanley’s claim about the naturalness of religious beliefs, and ask: granting that
Smith does indeed think that it is natural for human beings to form religious beliefs, what is the
truth status of those beliefs, and what relevance - if any - does that carry in turn?

3. ‘The author of our nature’

Lisa Hill has suggested that ‘Smith’s system does not hold together in the absence of a creative
demiurge’, with some commentators claiming not only that Smith was himself religious, but that
his philosophical works do not make sense absent genuinely theistic premises.'” As regards the
argument of TMS specifically, this is simply false: a careful reading of that text indicates that the
philosophical arguments all go through without Smith being committed to the truth of any theistic
claims."” T seek to show this below, focusing on Smith’s genealogical account of the origins of reli-
gious belief. However, my primary aim is not to argue against commentators who urge a theistic
reading of Smith, not least because others have already pressed the case.'* Instead, my aim is to sys-
tematically reconstruct Smith’s overall genealogical account of religion in TMS, not simply to indi-
cate why theistic interpretations are misguided, but more importantly to move the focus away from
whether or not Smith believed in the truth of religious claims, towards what Smith was himself fun-
damentally more interested in: the relationship of religion to the moral sentiments as a whole. To
this end, we start with Smith on the question of design.

It is essential to distinguish two ideas which whilst often run together are only contingently
related, and easily pulled apart. These are, first, that the universe is purposefully designed by
some being that intended to bring about a certain state of affairs, and second, that the validity of
our normative practices somehow depends on the intentions of that alleged designer. One can
be ambivalent about the first issue, whilst taking an entirely independent stand on the second.
After all, that some creature purposefully designed the universe in minute detail is one thing,
but this is distinct from why human beings believe more specific things about the deity, such as
that this author of nature is universally benevolent, or interested in punishing the wicked, or has
stuck around to continue overseeing what it has created for the rest of eternity. None of these
further suppositions (and all of the other usual religious suspects) follow from the mere idea of a
purposeful designer. They are independent postulations — and that independence opens the possi-
bility for alternative explanations for where belief in them comes from, which need not posit the
truth of any alleged designer at all. It would, then, at the very least be philosophically coherent
for Smith to adopt such a position (ambivalence about the design question, isolating the normative
issues for separate analysis) should he be sufficiently attuned to the nuances in play.

Can we plausibly attribute such a position to Smith? Yes. Smith uses the term ‘nature’ in TMS as
an explanatory outer limit: it denotes a point at which certain facts about us, or the world we inha-
bit, just seem to be so, and there is nothing more that can be said about why they are so."”> Some-
times Smith speaks not only of ‘nature’ as having ordered things a certain way, but refers specifically
to an ‘author’ of that nature (e.g. ILiii.intro.6; IL.iii.3.2; II1.2.31), and further implies that the author
intended for some beneficial ordering to be the case. The most forthright point at which this occurs
is in the long note appended to Smith’s discussion, in Part II, Section I, of how ideas of merit and
demerit are affected by our ability to enter into and approve of the sentiments of both agents and
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those affected by their actions, most especially when avenging acts of injustice. This is worth con-
sidering in detail.

Smith affirms, first, that revenge out of line with what strict justice requires, whilst almost always
odious to the sentiments of a disinterested spectator, must occasionally have a proper place in moral
life, not only because we feel disapprobation towards the person who does not feel sufficient indig-
nation at wrongs done to them (ILi.5.8), but furthermore because ‘The inspired writers would not
surely have talked so frequently or so strongly of the wrath and anger of God if they had regarded
every degree of those passions as vicious and evil, even in so weak and imperfect a creature as man’
(I.i.5.9). Important to note is Smith’s grammar, which states that writers have talked frequently of
God’s wrath and anger, without committing to the truth of any claim that God in fact exists. He also
implies that these ‘authors’ reasoned from human experience to extrapolations about the divine,
and not via direct mediation with, to, or about, the former. Smith goes on, however, to consider
not what a ‘perfect’ being would approve of in regards to punishments for injustice, ‘but upon
what principles so weak and imperfect a creature as man actually and in fact approves of
(I1.i.5.9). Smith here prefigures his upcoming argument that a pre-reflective impulse to punish
those who commit acts of demerit seems implanted within our nature, and that this is what orig-
inally gives rise to the rules of justice, and in turn the capacity for stable sociable living.'® He is clear,
however, that this is not a function of reason, because such a faculty would be too ‘slow and uncer-
tain’. Instead it is founded in ‘an immediate and instinctive approbation of that very application
which is most proper to attain it’. Strikingly, ‘the Author of our nature has not entrusted’ the appli-
cation of proper punishments to reason, implying instead that ‘the oeconomy of nature” has been
purposefully designed to have reactive sentiment do the work, an ‘oeconomy’ that is ‘exactly of a
piece with what it is upon many other occasions’. Smith here cites a key feature of ‘nature’ as under-
lying this particular instance of ‘oeconomy’: human beings always pursuing ‘a love of life, and a
dread of dissolution; a desire of the continuance and perpetuity of the species, and with an aversion
to the thoughts of its intire extinction’. In turn, Smith invokes design a final time: although humans
do not individually seek to propagate the species when they satiate their hunger or sexual passions
(etc.), instead pursuing these things as ends in themselves, at the aggregate level the human drive to
satisfy such passions has the unintended consequence of bringing about ‘those beneficent ends
which the great Director of nature intended to produce by them’, i.e. the continuation of the species
as a whole (IL.i.5.9).

This is Smith’s most explicit statement in TMS of a principle of purposeful design (although its
structure is exactly the same as his later claim that the ‘irregularity’ of our sentiments when it comes
to instances of moral luck is on balance a happy occurrence, and hence appears to have been ‘the
purpose which the Author of nature seems to have intended by it’ (ILii.intro.6.).) But what turns on
these references to purposeful design? Smith slips out of talking about ‘nature’ simpliciter in such
passages, on occasion adding that nature has an ‘author’ (or ‘director’). Yet what would be lost in
the substance of the argument if reference to a designer was entirely dropped in favour simply of
‘nature’ alone, (or for that matter, replaced with a post-Smithian idea like natural selection)? Noth-
ing. But equally, such references add nothing, either. Smith frequently employs theistic tropes
which upon closer inspection turn out to be wheels that do not turn in the mechanics of his argu-
ment, allowing him to deploy rhetorical ornamentation without committing himself either way to
the truth of religious premises.'” Whether he included such ornamentation because he held genuine
religious beliefs but realised they could not be independently grounded and so offered them on a
merely auxiliary basis, or on the contrary was attempting to camouflage atheistic arguments and
thus deflect suspicion from religious critics, is of course a key contention in scholarly disagreements
over the status of Smith’s private religious views. However, we can put aside that particular dispute
and note that when it comes to questions of design, the argument of TMS is entirely ambivalent
about the truth of such claims, and makes nothing turn on them. It simply does not matter whether
the reader interprets Smith as sincere or otherwise in his affirmation of an ‘author’ of nature - the
action is all elsewhere.
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What is preserved in Smith’s careful grammatical construction, however, is a separation between
the truth (if so it be) that nature was purposefully designed, and the further questions of (1) whether
there might be an alternative explanation for belief in purposeful design besides the truth of design
itself, and (2) whether anything necessarily follows normatively speaking from the supposition that
nature is designed.

Regarding (1), Colin Heydt has convincingly made the case that Smith should be read as subtly
undermining the truth status of any supposition of purposeful design. As well as Smith’s early essay
on the History of Astronomy postulating that belief in purposeful design tends to emerge indepen-
dent of any actual facts supporting the truth of such design (due to the human urge to explain often
running ahead of available evidence), overall Smith’s approach is to give ‘a naturalistic account of
how the idea of a designer arises and is bringing doubt into the contemporary discussions of design
through the guise - made popular by Bayle, Hume, and others - of ancient ideas about the divinity’.
As Heydt emphasises: ‘Does Smith’s psychological genealogy of the idea of a designer preclude him
from thinking that there is, in fact, a designer? No. But it certainly raises suspicions, particularly
given Smith’s familiarity with and appreciation for Hume’s arguments in the Natural History of
Religion."®* We will likely never know for sure if Smith really did believe, in his heart of hearts,
whether or not nature was purposefully designed. But regardless, at no point does the philosophical
argument of TMS either presuppose or endorse any definite claim to the effect that human belief in
a designer is a function of the actual truth of there being a designer. There might be such an entity.
But then again, there might not. And if not, Smith had a story to tell about why belief in such a thing
could nonetheless have come about.

This brings us to (2). Note that even if one grants that nature is purposefully designed, from that
premise nothing follows regarding the status of any normative claims. What if the creator ceased to
exist after completing its creation? What if the creator had no normative intentions, and viewed our
species as merely an interesting experiment in the mechanics of unintended consequences, but got
bored and went off to pay attention to other creations? What if the creator thinks of our world as a
muddled youthful first effort, and long ago left to try and do it better elsewhere in the multiverse,
meaning we are but the discarded relic of a failed first attempt? Such questions are familiar to us
now, having been the basic material of Hume’s fun in the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.
That text of course post-dates the first edition of TMS, but Smith was a sharp reasoner, and the
structure of his own argument indicates that he was well aware that the mere supposition of a crea-
tor cannot by itself generate any meaningful normative conclusions. To get to those, more substan-
tive premises are required, e.g. that the creator is universally benevolent, or that it seeks to punish
the wicked (etc.), and that in such cases therefore certain conclusions follow regarding human con-
duct. Yet it is precisely in the supply of further substantive premises and inferences that alternative
explanations other than the truth of a deity can be introduced, in order to explain why people
believe in such a thing. Indeed, as I show below, this is exactly what Smith goes on to provide.

Whether or not Smith believed in a supernatural designer, the argument of TMS is ambivalent
on this score. This is appropriate, insofar as nothing of substance turns on it: all of the issues that
TMS addresses regarding human moral psychology and the normative claims associated with ethi-
cal practice are independent of the question of design. Smith can thus speak of there being an
‘author’ of our nature without committing himself to anything in terms of further substantive phi-
losophical claims. As Heydt puts it, Smith’s including allusions to an ‘author of nature’, without ever
actually committing himself to the truth of such a thing, ‘both enables a proponent of natural reli-
gion to feel his position affirmed by the text, while never actually saying that the position is true’."”
Whether or not this indicates skeptical irreligious intent on Smith’s behalf, as Heydt suggests, what
is salient for present purposes is that it does not matter whether Heydt is right about Smith’s inten-
tions when it comes to understanding TMS. Whatever Smith’s underlying purpose or private com-
mitments, his argument is carefully calibrated so as to isolate claims about design, separating them
from claims about more substantively normative religious beliefs, which can then be handled and
analysed independently - which is precisely what Smith proceeds to do.
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4. The psychology of justice

Having bracketed out design questions as inert when assessing more substantively normative reli-
gious beliefs, Smith proceeds to offer a detailed genealogy of those beliefs.”’ He begins whilst in the
process of correcting (as he sees it) Hume’s claim that justice is an artificial virtue founded in the
promotion of utility by individuals who seek to promote utility in both founding and then uphold-
ing the rules of justice (first out of reasonable self-interest, later out of sympathy with the benefits
from justice rebounding to others). Against this, Smith insists that Hume has made a mistake in
failing to differentiate between the ‘final’ and ‘efficient’ causes of justice (II.ii.3.4-12). Although
Smith agrees that it is true that the rules of justice promote utility — hence why justice is the
main ‘pillar’ that upholds society (I1.ii.3.4) - it does not follow that individuals are aiming at utility
when adhering to the demands of justice. Instead, most individuals are moved by an innate urge to
punish acts of demerit without any regard for overall utility, wanting to punish wrong-doers simply
because they deserve punishment, not because it is socially useful (even though, taken in the round,
it is).”!

Smith here invokes an analogy with a watchmaker, and goes so far as to state explicitly the par-
allels with the idea of a designing God. The components of a watch do not intend to tell the time,
because as springs and levers they are incapable of having intentions at all. Nonetheless, they are the
efficient causes of the watch telling the time. The ‘final’ cause comes from the watchmaker, who
constructed the watch so as to make all the efficient causes harmonise so as to bring about the
intended final result. Analogously,

When by natural principles we are led to advance those ends, which a refined and enlightened reason would
recommend to us, we are very apt to impute to that reason, as to their efficient cause, the sentiments and
actions by which we advance those ends, and to imagine that to be the wisdom of man, which in reality is
the wisdom of God. (I.ii.3.5)

Here Smith deploys the same stance on purposeful design as noted above: the premise of intentional
design can be granted, for it is as good an explanation as any as to why ‘nature’ seems to have
ordered things so beneficially, and yet nothing of substance turns on the truth of this claim. In
turn, Smith can criticise Hume’s account of justice for confusing the final cause (promotion of uti-
lity, which we can suppose was intended by God as the author of nature) with the efficient cause
(pursuit not of utility in individual cases, but of punishment of the unjust), which is his main
aim in this part of the book.

More interesting for present purposes is what Smith does next. Last amongst the battery of
examples that follow this passage, all designed to show that justice lies in a desire to punish and
not primarily in a direct regard for utility, Smith claims that we feel deeply aggrieved if a murderer
dies before they are brought to justice. Clearly, there is no utility in punishing this murderer: they are
dead, and can’t hurt society ever again. Nonetheless, amongst all onlookers ‘it would excite the highest
indignation, and he would call upon God to avenge, in another world, that crime which the injustice
of mankind had neglected to chastise upon earth’ (ILii.3.11). As it stands this is simply a point against
Hume: justice is rooted in a pre-reflective desire to punish even when no utility can actually be secured
by punishing. But Smith then develops the case, and is here worth quoting at length:

For it well deserves to be taken notice of, that we are so far from imagining that injustice ought to be punished
in this life, merely on account of the order of society, which cannot otherwise be maintained, that Nature tea-
ches us to hope, and religion, we suppose, authorises us to expect, that it will be punished, even in a life to
come. Our sense of its ill desert pursues it, if I may say so, even beyond the grave, though the example of
its punishment there cannot serve to deter the rest of mankind, who see it not, who know it not, from
being guilty of the like practices here. The justice of God, however, we think, still requires, that he should here-
after avenge the injuries of the widow and the fatherless, who are here so often insulted with impunity, in every
religion, and in every superstition that the world has ever beheld, accordingly, there has been a Tartarus as well
as an Elysium; a place provided for the punishment of the wicked, as well as one for the reward of the just.
(ILii.3.12)
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Several things should be noted here. Smith is saying (1) that nature has made us such that we want
the wicked to be punished even after death, when they can no longer propagate disutility to society
(the point against Hume), but also (2) that we suppose that religion authorises us to expect that such
punishment will be forthcoming in the next life. The direction of fit is that we have a desire to pun-
ish wrongdoers, and the powerful urge for this desire to be satisfied leads us to invent ideas of reli-
gious retribution as a way of fulfilling the psychological urge that justice be done. The end of the
paragraph reinforces this claim, in a passage added to the final 1790 edition: all religions posit
both a heaven and a hell, not because we have good independent reasons to suppose such places
exist, but because baseline human psychology wants merit to be rewarded, demerit to be punished,
and everyone to get what they deserve, in this life or the next. Precisely because many people die
without getting what they deserve, the living comfort themselves with the thought that justice
will be done in the next life. Religious belief, however, is not here presented as having any indepen-
dent claim to truth, and is explained instead by the functioning of moral psychology.

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the final line of this passage as added to the sixth edition of
1790 replaces a long paragraph from editions 1-5 which appears to contain much more overtly
theistic content, the removal of which is cited by Kennedy as one of several revisions that Smith
made to the 1790 edition of TMS where he appears to be purposefully downscaling and removing
earlier instances of apparently religious argumentation and language.”* Yet even in the earlier edi-
tions Smith can be read as studiously leaving open the matter of the truth of religious belief. For his
original claim was that the idea of final mercy from a divine being has been invented because of the
realisation that if we expect pure justice, then all of us — who appear as mere ‘insects’ in divine eyes —
will fall hopelessly short.>* The fear of falling short in God’s eyes led to the invention of the doctrine
of mercy, because that was the only way that anybody could hope to end up anywhere other than in
hell if being judged by a perfect being who knows all of our innermost transgressions. The Christian
doctrine of mercy thus originates in the psychological contortions of human beings whose desire for
retribution to be meted out to the wicked in the next life leads them to invent the idea of divine
punishment, but who then fear that they will be punished too. Christians thus made up the idea
of mercy so as to assure themselves that only the truly wicked, and not the merely fallible, would
end up in the flames. But again, Smith carefully avoids committing himself on the question of
whether any of this is actually true.

5. Moral luck

Whilst previous commentators have tended to notice Smith’s discussion of religious beliefs in con-
nection to his analysis of justice, what has gone largely unnoticed is that Smith continues his pattern
of genealogical argumentation regarding the origins of religion from Part II's discussion of justice
into Part ITI, where he returns to discuss the issue of moral luck.”* Furthermore, whilst Smith is now
recognised as having contributed, in Part IT of TMS, one of the earliest and most insightful discus-
sions of moral luck, he in fact continues and broadens his discussion in Part III, something that
commentators have likewise not discussed.”” In Part I’s discussion of moral luck, Smith invokes
God only when positing that despite the ‘irregularity’ of our sentiments when it comes to the impact
that fortune has upon our moral responses (and which appear in that light philosophically perplex-
ing), on balance it is good that we exhibit this irregularity insofar as the overall benefits turn out to
be considerable, something the ‘author of nature’ can be supposed to have intended (ILiii.3.2). In
Part III, however, Smith returns to the issue of moral luck, and explores this time not simply the
‘irregularity’ of our sentiments and their (surprisingly) good aggregate consequences, but the
pressure put on human psychology that comes from having to cope with a world heavily con-
ditioned by fortune.

This is most evident in cases where innocent people are found guilty — or even just widely
believed to be guilty — of crimes that they did not commit. In Part ITII Smith makes his famous dis-
tinction between being praised and being praiseworthy, and not only claims that the former is
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(contrary to common belief, and to the ideas of ‘splenetic’ thinkers like Mandeville) dependent
upon the latter, but that the possibility of being praiseworthy even when one is not praised can
be a source of strength and comfort, even when all of one’s peers (incorrectly) believe one to be
worthy of admonition (II1.2.27; II1.5.8). However, Smith is also clear that only the very strongest,
who are unusually self-sufficient, can sustain themselves on knowledge of their praiseworthiness
alone. As creatures raised under the gaze of others, whose moral capacities are a function of judging
and being judged in turn, it is unsurprising for Smith that most people find it deeply painful to be
considered guilty of crimes or wrongdoings that they did not commit, even when they know them-
selves to be innocent (I11.2.28). Knowledge of praiseworthiness can help soothe the pain, but it is
often overwhelmed by the horror of being despised by wider society.

This is where moral luck enters the picture: even if one is completely innocent, circumstances
beyond one’s control can conspire such that one ends up being thought guilty of a heinous deed.
Smith here cites a powerful example: the fate of Jean Calas, falsely accused of the murder of his eld-
est son and burnt at the stake in 1762, the victim of wider intriguing and politicking by Catholics
persecuting Calvinists in France. Calas was the victim of terrible moral luck (as well as just ordinary
bad luck) and in such a case mere reflection on his own praiseworthiness (he was certainly inno-
cent) could not by itself be expected to act as much compensation for the shame, indignity, and
physical suffering he was put through. Accordingly, Smith notes that “To persons in such unfortu-
nate circumstances, the humble philosophy which confines its views to this life, can afford, perhaps,
but little consolation.” Hence, therefore, the view tends to turn to the next life: ‘Religion can alone
afford them any effectual comfort. She alone can tell them, that it is of little importance what man
may think of their conduct, while the all-seeing Judge of the world approves of it’ (II1.2.13). Again,
Smith does not here commit himself to the truth of religious belief. Rather, it is presented as a com-
fort used by those afflicted by terrible moral luck. Yet something’s being comforting neither makes
it, nor requires it to be, true.

Smith does not confine his analysis only to individuals who are the victims of appalling moral
luck. Even those who are simply believed to have committed some ill deed which they alone
know themselves to be innocent of will struggle to maintain themselves on praiseworthiness
alone, not least because even the impartial spectator — the internalised voice of conscience -
struggles to affirm our own innocence without ‘fear and hesitation’ when surrounded by peers
who are ‘unanimously and violently against us’ (II1.2.32). In such cases ‘the only effectual consola-
tion of humbled and afflicted man lies in an appeal to a still higher tribunal, to that of the all-seeing
Judge of the world, whose eye can never be deceived and whose judgments can never be perverted’.
As Smith goes on: ‘Our happiness in this life is thus, upon many occasions, dependent upon the
humble hope and expectation of a life to come: a hope and expectation deeply rooted in human
nature’ (II1.2.34). But, again, Smith’s formulations are very precise. He does not claim that it is
true that God exists and knows when we are truly innocent. He merely claims that we take comfort
in believing this to be so, a belief ‘deeply rooted in human nature’ - but neither of which make the
belief true.

Smith continues in this vein. ‘That there is a world to come’, he writes, one wherein justice will
finally be done, and everyone will get what they deserve, ‘is a doctrine, in every respect so venerable,
so comfortable to the weakness, so flattering to the grandeur of human nature, that the virtuous
man who has the misfortune to doubt of it, cannot possibly avoid wishing most earnestly and
anxiously to believe it’ (II1.2.34). The point, once again, however, is that wishing to believe this doc-
trine, and being anxious for it to be true, do not make it so. Smith is suggesting that we invent the
idea of religious justice because the pain of a world that does not have it is often too much to bear,
most especially for those on the receiving end of bad moral luck, but also for those spectators who
sympathise with the unlucky and imagine how they would feel in their shoes. As Smith concludes,
belief in an afterlife of proportionate rewards is in line with ‘all our moral sentiments’ — implying
that it is the moral sentiments that create this religious belief, rather than it having independent
validity.
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6. The laws of the deity

Smith brings his genealogical treatment to a head in the most prominent discussion of religion in
the whole of TMS: Chapter V of Part III, on the extent to which ‘the rules of morality are justly
regarded as the laws of the deity’.*® Smith here offers a series of cumulative arguments, carefully
formulated in their presentation so as to reinforce and expand his genealogical account.”’”

First, Smith notes that the sense of moral duty precedes ideas of religious obligation, but that
reverence for duty is still further enhanced by an opinion which is first impressed by nature,
and afterwards confirmed by reasoning and philosophy, that those important rules of morality
are the commands and laws of the Deity’ (II1.5.3). The order of sequencing is therefore that the
moral sentiments construct notions of the impartial spectator, duty, and conscience first, and
only later do religious ideas come into the mix.

Smith adopts a Humean stance in explaining the earliest (polytheistic) religions as ‘naturally’
arising from the proclivity of humans to ascribe to ‘mysterious beings’ their own sentiments and
passions. The ancient gods always resemble human beings much more closely than the Christian
God - the implication being that they are made up in line with direct human experience, not in
relation to any independent veracity. Ancient gods were, in turn, appealed to for help and assist-
ance, so as to further ‘natural hopes and fears, and suspicions ... propagated by sympathy and
confirmed by education’, meaning that ‘religion, even in its rudest form, gave a sanction to the
rules of morality, long before the age of artificial reasoning and philosophy’. But Smith is clearly
not suggesting that the pagan gods were real. The goal here is naturalistic explanation: that ‘The
terrors of religion should thus enforce the natural sense of duty, was of too much importance to
the happiness of mankind, for nature to leave it dependent upon the slowness and uncertainty of
philosophical researches’ (II1.5.5). The implication is that the origins of religious belief lie in its
social utility as a reinforcement of pre-existing moral ideas, as well as the tendency of human psy-
chology to spread moral qualities onto a world that does not contain them independent of human
minds.

Yet what is the case for pagans may not be so for modern Christians. Perhaps ‘nature’ guided the
pagans to religious beliefs via certain mechanisms, which whilst themselves not tracking the truth of
religious belief, can nonetheless be confirmed - as Smith seems to suggest — by true reasoning and
philosophy. Smith does not rule out such a possibility, instead remaining ambivalent and leaving
the door open to a range of possible explanations (II1.5.9). Nonetheless, the argument is structured
such that whilst we can choose to believe that the rules of morality are God’s laws if we wish, this is a
further extrapolation, one whose origins lie in basic aspects of our moral psychologies, and not
something that we have independent grounds for belief in. Of course, it might be the case that
the rules of morality are nonetheless also the commands of the deity. But then again, it might not.

Following this Smith returns to the issue of moral luck and its relation to religious belief. He
brings to the forefront those dire situations in which we ‘despair of finding any force upon earth
which can check the triumph of injustice’, where either the wicked get away scot free, or the inno-
cent suffer travails that cause us pain to know about. In such cases, Smith states,

we naturally appeal to heaven, and hope, that the great Author of our nature will himself execute ... the plan
which he himself has thus taught us to begin: and will, in a life to come, render every one according to the
works which he has performed in this world.

In turn, we are

led to the belief of a future state, not only by the weaknesses, by the hopes and fears of human nature, but by
the noblest and best principles which belong to it, by the love of virtue, and by the abhorrence of vice and
injustice. (I11.5.11)

Again, it is human psychology being ‘led to the belief in a future state, not any purported truth
regarding that future state, that does the explanatory work.
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Smith completes the story in the same vein: “That our regard to the will of the Deity ought to be
the supreme rule of our conduct, can be doubted of by nobody who believes in his existence.” (But
the same does not apply to those who do not believe in his existence.) The sense of propriety
encourages us to think we should conform to the commands of a Deity or else we will be ‘impiously
ungrateful ... even though no punishment were to follow’ such transgressions. (But the mere idea
that demands of propriety lead us to believe that God has imposed moral rules on us does not actu-
ally mean that He exists, or that He really has.) Believing that we are always ‘acting under the eye,
and exposed to the punishment of God ... is a motive capable of restraining the most headstrong
passions, with those at least who, by constant reflections, have rendered it familiar to them’. (But
merely believing something does not make it true, and what of those who have not engaged in ‘con-
stant reflections’?) Finally, whilst we tend to think that the pious are more trustworthy (because they
fear that they will be punished by God even if they get away with wrongs in this life), this does not
mean that we or they are correct in believing in the final judgement of ‘that Great Superior’ -
although it may well be socially useful if many people do think this way (which may explain in
turn why the belief has been widely inculcated). Smith thus again consistently located the origin
of religious convictions not in any claims regarding the independent truth of religious belief, but
in the underlying workings of natural psychology and supervening social institutions (II1.5.12-13).

Finally, consider one of Smith’s most famous passages, added to the sixth and final edition of
TMS in 1790:

This universal benevolence, how noble and generous soever, can be the source of no solid happiness to any
man who is not thoroughly convinced that all the inhabitants of the universe, the meanest as well as the great-
est, are under the immediate care and protection of that great, benevolent, and all-wise Being, who directs all
the movements of nature; and who is determined, by his own unalterable perfections, to maintain in it, at all
times, the greatest possible quantity of happiness. To this universal benevolence, on the contrary, the very sus-
picion of a fatherless world, must be the most melancholy of all reflections; from the thought that all the
unknown regions of infinite and incomprehensible space may be filled with nothing but endless misery
and wretchedness. All the splendour of the highest prosperity can never enlighten the gloom with which so
dreadful an idea must necessarily over-shadow the imagination; nor, in a wise and virtuous man, can all
the sorrow of the most afflicting adversity ever dry up the joy which necessarily springs from the habitual
and thorough conviction of the truth of the contrary system.

Smith is not saying that it is not true that the world is ‘fatherless’, merely that believing it to be so
renders one melancholy, and that such an idea is ‘dreadful’. But things that make us melancholy, or
that appear to be dreadful, may nonetheless be so. Likewise, Smith does not say that the world is not
‘fatherless’, only that one who has a ‘habitual and thorough conviction’ that it is not possess a well-
spring of joy that cannot be overwhelmed by ‘the most afflicting adversity’. But having a ‘habitual
and thorough conviction’ that P is true does not mean that P is true, any more than does the joy
arising from a belief that P. Smith is here saying that the world may indeed be fatherless — even
if contemplating such a possibility is distressing. Is it fatherless? Smith does not commit himself
either way. More generally it might be the case that various religious beliefs are nonetheless true,
in spite of the genealogy about their psychological origins that Smith has offered (he cannot be
accused of committing the so-called genetic fallacy). Smith ultimately leaves the matter open.
And yet, this very ambivalence is itself indicative as to where Smith judged the real philosophical
action to be located.

7. A change of focus

To summarise: TMS offers a consistent genealogical account based in both the underlying psychol-
ogy of an innate human desire for justice to be done to those who deserve punishment or reward,
and in the adaptations made by individuals to the prevalence of moral luck, as explanations for the
origins of religious belief, allowing Smith to explain such beliefs without ever committing himself
on the question of whether they are actually true. Against theistic interpretations - such as that put
forward by Hill, according to whom Smith’s thought only makes sense if it is read as inherently
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theological, logically dependent on the notion of God’s action in nature — on the contrary, as
regards TMS at least, at no point whatsoever do Smith’s arguments require appeal to theistic pre-
mises or conclusions in order to go through. Whilst Smith studiously leaves it open to his readers
to continue believing in religious claims, he himself never endorses the truth of them. As Craig
Smith has put it, Smith’s arguments are not intended as ‘evidence for the existence of God’ but
rather are trained on dealing with the fact that religion ‘is an observable phenomenon that must
be explained and integrated into our system of thought’, via a sentimentalist account rooted in
observations of human psychology.*®

Those drawn to an irreligious reading of Smith will be tempted to see his genealogy as evidence of
camouflaged anti-religious intent (potentially strengthened by the contextual considerations offered
by scholars such as Kennedy and Heydt). Nonetheless, it does not necessarily follow that Smith was
himself irreligious, or that he set out in TMS specifically to undermine or discredit religious belief (as,
for example, Hume did). This is because there is a gap between the careful philosophical argument of
TMS and what we can legitimately infer about Smith’s personal religious beliefs, especially given how
cautious he was about ever revealing his private convictions. In the first place, the genealogical argu-
ments of TMS are not incompatible with Smith’s being a species of deist, or other form of unorthodox
believer. Raphael and Macfie, for example, suggest that despite the philosophical argument of TMS
never being dependent on any of the theistic premises Smith occasionally introduces, many of
which were removed from the final 1790 edition, nonetheless ‘Smith was still imbued with a religious
spirit ... but it seems reasonable to conclude that he had moved away from orthodox Christianity’.*”
Similarly, Hanley suggests that by the 1790s Smith’s argument constitutes ‘a displacement of
Christianity for some sort of Stoicized natural religion’.’* Whether or not one agrees with these assess-
ments, both are compatible with TMS offering a purely naturalistic genealogy of religious belief. As
Fleischacker has noted, Smith’s choosing to always make his arguments independent of any substan-
tive theistic premises is compatible with his having a private faith of some sort.>' Indeed, even if we
accept Phillipson’s view that Smith was proceeding in his philosophical enquiries along the lines of a
Humean science of man based on experience and observation, and one that must therefore be fun-
damentally secular in its core mechanics, whilst this would rule out any appeal to religious argumen-
tation in Smith’s texts, it would nonetheless be compatible with his retaining religious convictions in
private. Similarly, it might be contended that Smith does not himself seek to undermine religious
belief in general, nor deny its independent validity, even whilst offering secular genealogical expla-
nations for the origins of many religious beliefs. As Evensky suggests, it might be that for Smith reli-
gious belief converges on truth, even if the mechanisms that it uses to get there do not themselves
track truth — and hence can be explained through a naturalistic genealogy.>>

Appreciating TMS as offering a genealogy of religious belief thus cannot settle the question of
Smith’s private religious views: those are now irrecoverable, unless some hitherto lost historical
document comes to light to provide new evidence.”” Yet the very fact that Smith felt that he
could remain ambivalent about questions of religious truth is an important philosophical point
in its own right. In the first place, this finding indicates that the substantive argument of TMS is
ultimately less preoccupied with the issue of whether religious beliefs are true, than with the
roles that such beliefs play in our wider ethical lives — and to what extent those can be explained
and normatively evaluated. That is, it doesn’t much matter to Smith’s overall analysis whether we
conclude from his genealogy that religious beliefs are composed of widespread errors (my preferred
reading, and suggested by Phillipson’), or whether religious beliefs can nonetheless for Smith be
treated as somehow converging on truth, despite not themselves tracking truth in their naturalis-
tically explained origins (as suggested by Evensky and Fleischacker, a reading which will be attrac-
tive to those inclined towards a more theistic Smith). Settling such matters is simply not what is
most salient in Smith’s overall project, hence in part why he himself doesn’t offer a definitive answer
one way or the other (although contextual factors may certainly also be in play here). What is more
important to Smith is offering a naturalistic analysis of moral psychology in the service of gaining a
detailed understanding of ethical life.
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So whilst the above has reconstructed in detail Smith’s genealogical account in order to show
how he carefully avoids committing himself to any claims of religious truth, offering instead nat-
uralised explanations of common religious beliefs as part of an explanation of a common and
often central aspect of moral life for many individuals, it is nonetheless the case that maintaining
singular focus on the truth issue risks both misidentifying what was primarily of concern to Smith
himself, whilst also severely underappreciating what his genealogy of religion offers in terms of
wider philosophical and ethical analysis. It is therefore to Smith’s wider assessments that we
must now turn, via an instructive contrast with Nietzsche.

8. Smith and Nietzsche

According to Nietzsche’s (in)famous genealogy, our moral practices are not what they appear to be:
whilst professing to be about love, forgiveness, care, justice, etc., most of what we do is a function of
hidden redirection of urges to make suffer and exert power.”> Contemporary morality originates in
what Nietzsche calls a ‘revaluation of values’, wherein a previously dominated slave class overthrew
its subjugating masters not through force of arms, but by altering the conditions of valuation such
that strength, physical domination, self-assertion, and other life-affirming forms of existence were
replaced with an emphasis on reactive sentiments emphasising meekness, humility, self-denial, and
‘no-saying’ ascetism, that were in reality surreptitious vehicles for domination of the strong by the
weak. This process has been on-going for millennia, but reaches its apotheosis with the transmuta-
tion of Jewish hatred’ into ‘Christian love’, a disguise and vehicle for altogether more sinister pas-
sions. Nietzsche is clear that Christianity - irreversibly entwined with western practices of morality,
even those that purport to be secular and post-Christian - is a tissue of lies and nonsense, composed
of metaphysical absurdities like the doctrine of free will, hidden and redirected urges to punish dis-
guised as love, ressentiment and the desire to make suffer being redirected inwards over a long pro-
cess of psychological manipulation and adaptation, and the peculiar and contingent real-world
history of how the ‘yes-saying’ figure of Christ was appropriated by (in particular) Saint Paul,
and transformed into an institutional structure designed to further priestly power as part of an
aeons-long struggle for mastery.>®

But that Christianity is systematically false in its suppositions with regards to what it claims to be
true is ultimately, for Nietzsche, not what is most interesting — or concerning - about it. What really
matters is not that the doctrines of Christianity are untrue, but that they serve to promote psycho-
logical suffering. Christianity is objectionable because although it provided meaning for human
suffering over thousands of years, and thus probably prevented the mass auto-extinction of the
human race (which without the metaphysical comforts supplied by religious belief could not
have coped with the meaninglessness of most human suffering), it does so by stunting human devel-
opment through a process of turning hatred, and the desire to make suffer, inwards (the so-called
bad conscience), making human beings deeply unwell in the process. Although Christianity’s drive
to truthfulness will eventually, Nietzsche thinks, end up sawing through the branch that it is
perched on - part of what Nietzsche means by his famous phrase that ‘God is dead ... and we
have killed him!”” - this is not straightforwardly or necessarily going to lead to an improved
state of affairs. This is because the Christian legacy may serve to prevent the emergence of a
more healthy, vital, ‘yes-saying’ form of humanity (the notorious Ubermensch), leaving instead
only the pathetic, mediocre ‘last men’ who will be all that is left if, following the death of God,
we cannot give ourselves new ‘yes-saying’ values.

How does Smith compare? On the one hand, Smith essentially agrees with Nietzsche: what is
most interesting about Christianity, and indeed all religious belief, is not whether it is true, but
its relationship to healthy forms of morality (IIL.6). Smith is ultimately ambivalent about the
truth status of various religious beliefs because he is more interested in their relationship to, and
effects upon, the moral sentiments, and hence our attempts to live a virtuous life. Like Nietzsche,
Smith posits a genealogical explanation for the origin of religious beliefs located in an entirely
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naturalistic psychology, although whereas Nietzsche offers an elaborate story about power, forgot-
ten revaluations of values, the need to give meaning to suffering, etc., Smith focuses more exclu-
sively on what is also present in Nietzsche: religious belief as invented as comfort for the pain
generated by living in a world dominated by brute fortune and injustice.

Where Smith and Nietzsche diverge is on the entanglement of morality and religion, and the
potentially pernicious effects of both. In the first place, Smith offers a much simpler story. Morality
came first, a process of repeat socialisation down successive generations of creatures who judge
others, are judged in turn, and eventually internalise the capacity for judgement via the figure of
the impartial spectator (IIL.1-2). Religious ideas came only later, or at least towards the end of
such a process, acting as a support to independently developed, and prior, moral capacities
(IIL.5-6). Whereas Nietzsche entwines morality with religion from the outset (or at least, from
the outset of the great value revaluation which constitutes the true origin of contemporary moral
practices), Smith separates them, giving a clear order of priority to the former. In turn, Smith
implies against Nietzsche that morality might be straightforwardly decoupled from any unwelcome
religious baggage, at least if sufficiently auspicious circumstances allow, not least and precisely
because it was morality that came first.

Second, whereas Nietzsche thinks that Christianity, and by extension morality fout court, is
extensively compromised due to its promoting systematic pathologies in human psychology,
Smith is more sanguine. Smith is clear that although religious belief can develop in pathological
ways, this is the exception not the rule, and he insists that for the most part ordinary religious belief
is a welcome support to healthy moral living insofar as it ‘enforces the natural sense of duty’
(IIL.5.13). Hence in Chapter 6 of Part III Smith admonishes religious zealots who insist that mor-
ality is nothing but obedience to God’s laws, and insists that well balanced moral sentiment indicates
that there is much else to morality besides mere duty to a perceived set of divinely imposed rules
(II1.6.1-7). Furthermore, Smith is alert to the problem of the religious fanatic who does terrible
deeds thinking that they are good because duty to God demands them. Whilst a ‘bigoted Roman
Catholic’ may engage in a massacre of protestants — a heinous and immoral act — but believe
that this was the right thing to do, Smith is clear that this is a pathological manifestation of religious
duty, and furthermore is the exception not the rule (IIL.6.13). Smith privileges the judgement of
well-regulated, non-pathological, natural human sentiment in such cases: whilst religious distor-
tions of morality do occur, there continues to exist a more authoritative standard founded in
well-regulated human sentiment, according to which religious distortions can be coherently judged
to be undesirable (II1.6.13). Religious belief can certainly go badly wrong on Smith’s account, and
not only make people do terrible deeds, but also turn them into figures like Pascal: ‘whining and
melancholy moralists, who are perpetually reproaching us with our happiness’ (II1.6.9). Such reli-
gious extremists suck all the proper joy and healthy balance out of well-regulated and truly virtuous
life, and are to be disdained as such. But this sort of thing is again the exception, not the rule. Simi-
larly, Smith insists that the truly virtuous person must not give themselves up solely to the duties of
God (i.e. self-denying, what Nietzsche would call ‘no-saying’, ascetic masochism, that the exces-
sively devout insist is the only true form of virtue) but must instead recognise that “The most sub-
lime speculation of the contemplative philosopher’ - even one so great as the pious Marcus
Aurelius, thinking deeply on the ‘benevolence and wisdom’ of ‘that divine Being’ - can ‘scarce com-
pensate the neglect of the smallest duty’ in ordinary moral life (V1.ii.3.6).>®

The overall tenor of Smith’s discussion is firmly that properly constituted ethical life here and
now represents a form of psychological health rather than being necessarily pathologised, and reli-
gion features in this as a usually harmless, and indeed typically beneficial, further support. Religion
can of course go wrong, but so can secular morality: fanatics easily lose sight of what the more well-
balanced and humane observer knows (IIL.6.13); Stoic sages can retreat too far into speculative
detachment and fail to realise that human affection and warm sentiment are vital to the well
lived moral life (II.3.11-14); ‘whining and melancholy’ moralists can make ridiculous demands
upon us with regards the care we show to ourselves and our loved ones versus complete strangers
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(II1.3.9-10); the ‘poor man’s son’ can be overwhelmed with ambition and sacrifice virtue to the self-
undermining pursuits of wealth and power (IV.1.8), and so on. Morality is a complex thing, and
living virtuously is a most difficult task, which few ever achieve to any great perfection. But religion
is not a systematic source of disease or suffering, and morality tout court is not fundamentally com-
promised. Furthermore, whether religious claims are true is ultimately not important in assessing
what role they do, can, or should play in healthy ethical living.

Whether one feels more drawn to Nietzsche than to Smith will likely depend on the extent to
which one is suspicious of morality as we presently find it, and of the extent to which our current
practices can be freed from their Christian inheritance, at least when that is viewed as problematic.
But it is significant that Smith provides (to my mind at least) a more plausible genealogy of both
religion and morality than Nietzsche does, one facilitated by his cleaner separation of the two
phenomena, and his prioritising of morality in the account. For Nietzsche’s genealogy demands
a great deal of us as regards — and this is a difficulty he himself was well aware of - the truth,
and hence ultimate genealogical power, of the story he tells. As Bernard Williams has put it:

It sounds like a psychological process, one that happens in an individual. But genealogy, in Nietzsche’s own
use ... explains a social phenomenon. Nietzsche is trying to explain a new kind of collective reason, the shared
consciousness of morality, and there is a problem about the role played in this explanation by what is see-
mingly a type of individual psychological reaction. Moreover, Nietzsche’s genealogy is be no means meant
to be entirely fictional. It has something to do with history, though it is far from clear what history; there
are some vaguely situated masters and slaves; then an historical change; which has something to do with
Jews or Christians; there is a process which culminates, perhaps, in the Reformation, perhaps in Kant. It
has been going on for two thousand years.”

By comparison, Smith’s more straightforward account has a lot going for it, insofar as it is simply
more believable than Nietzsche’s convoluted and historically dubious rendition. This is a consider-
able mark in Smith’s favour, because genealogy can ultimately only move us to the extent that we
think it is true. It may be the case that we still have much to learn from Nietzsche about specific
aspects of our moral practices — the role of ressentiment; the human, all-too-human desire to pun-
ish; the hard truth that “To see suffering does you good, to make suffer, better still’ - all of which can
prevent us from taking too sanguine a view.*® But it is possible to keep hold of these insights, whilst
rowing back from Nietzsche’s more dramatic claims about the fundamentally pathologised status of
moral life. Smith offers a way to do precisely this. But again, what is most important in Smith’s treat-
ment in TMS is not the question of whether or not religious beliefs are actually true.

9. Conclusion

Williams, in the process of working through ideas heavily influenced by Nietzsche, drew a distinc-
tion between two kinds of genealogy: those that are debunking insofar as they seek to undermine, or
destabilise, or somehow call into question their target, vs. those that are vindicatory insofar as they
serve to do the opposite. Williams gives Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality as a paradigm case of the
former, Hume’s account of justice as an ‘artificial’ virtue as a potential instance of the latter.*'
Where does Smith’s genealogy of religion in TMS fit?

On the one hand, Smith’s entirely naturalistic genealogy of the origins of religious belief is likely
to be psychologically debunking in its effects, at least for those who find that they cannot take suc-
cour in the promises of revelation or scripture as independent support. (Hence, the power of
Smith’s genealogy to unsettle may have gone up since he originally wrote it, depending on what
has happened to people’s relevant surrounding beliefs in the meantime.) After all, most religious
believers want their beliefs to be true because they are true, presumably due to some relationship
to another truth claim: that God exists, and intends certain things for us. As noted above, whilst
Smith’s genealogy is not strictly incompatible with an affirmation of the truth of religious belief,
the tendency of the revelation that religious beliefs are the product of psychological adaptations
to injustice and pervasive moral luck is likely to inspire less, not more, confidence in such beliefs.



HISTORY OF EUROPEAN IDEAS 1075

But unlike Nietzsche, Smith’s genealogy of religion does not — and is not intended to - ramify out-
wards, undercutting wider moral practices in turn. On the contrary, the thrust of TMS is firmly vin-
dicatory when it comes to morality as a whole, even though this turns out to be composed entirely
of the psychological responses of intelligent animals capable of imaginative role-switching, and who
are highly sensitive to the judgements of others. Morality can sometimes go wrong, and Smith is
clear that being a genuinely and fully virtuous individual is difficult, and few will achieve the heights
of consistent virtue, and even then probably only late in life. Nonetheless, morality as a whole is
vindicated on Smith’s picture, and insofar as religious belief is conducive to healthy ethical living,
Smith is happy for it to carry on featuring, regardless of whether or not any of it turns out to be true,
which turns out to be a question of relatively little importance to him. I suggest therefore that scho-
lars henceforth dedicate altogether less time to wondering whether or not Smith himself believed in
a God. Not only can that now not be known as a matter of biographical fact, but when it comes to
understanding his moral philosophy, it does not matter anyway. Which, I suggest, is precisely one
of the things that Smith was trying to tell us all along.
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