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Michael Slote’s Moral Sentimentalism is a wonderful model of a particular, under-appreciated philosophical method. It demonstrates that exciting, original work can be created by putting old ideas to new uses, proving once again that the classics of moral and political philosophy offer too rich an array of intellectual resources to leave to historians alone.
Whenever one is reclaiming old ideas, however, the most important decision is which ideas to reclaim, and which to leave in the dustbin of history. Slote makes use of many ideas drawn from history’s greatest moral sentimentalist, David Hume, but he rejects many others. There is also some use made of more minor figures from Hume’s Enlightenment milieu, such as Francis Hutcheson. 
Yet the work of Hume’s closest friend and greatest sentimentalist ally, Adam Smith, is rejected without adequate explanation. Smith is mentioned, but quickly dismissed.[footnoteRef:1] Yet even though Smith makes little contribution to Slote’s own version of sentimentalism, I think he deserved greater discussion in this book. Smith and Slote address many of the same subjects, using the same basic sentimentalist approach, but they come to very different conclusions. It is thus possible to construct a fruitful debate between them—a debate in which, since he can no longer speak on his own behalf, I will be taking Smith’s side.  [1:  Slote writes that Smith’s ideas are not “particularly useful in helping us develop a plausible contemporary form of sentimentalism vis-à-vis approval and moral judgment. At least they don’t help me go in the direction I find most plausible” (p. 28).] 

I. Consequences and Intentions
One of the many ways that Slote departs from Hume is in his rejection of Hume’s consequentialism. Hume argues that sympathy—by which he means something roughly like what later came to be known as empathy[footnoteRef:2]—leads us to focus on the consequences of an agent’s character. When we sympathetically share the pleasant feelings produced by the positive consequences of a character trait, we approve of that trait as a virtue. When we share the pain produced by its negative consequences, we disapprove of that trait as a vice. Yet since Slote rejects consequentialism, he insists that Hume has misidentified the object of the empathy lying behind moral approval and disapproval.  [2:  Although some may wish to draw distinctions between them, I will use the terms “empathy” and “sympathy” interchangeably. Doing so allows for comparisons of Slote’s discussions of the former with eighteenth-century discussions of the latter while avoiding unnecessary awkwardness.] 

Here, Slote is taking sides in one of the main debates among eighteenth-century sentimentalists. Slote sides with Hutcheson against Hume in this dispute, asserting that Hutcheson is right “in holding that the moral sense of approval or disapproval is primarily directed toward the greater or lesser benevolence of moral agents, rather than toward any results of such motivation.” He then parenthetically notes that “this is also true of Adam Smith’s account of approval and disapproval” (p. 33). 
The problem with Hutcheson’s theory, according to Slote, is that it appeals to a mysterious, God-given “moral sense” which approves of benevolent motives, regardless of their consequences, for reasons that are never explained. Smith, it is worth noting, makes the same criticism of Hutcheson’s mysterious moral sense that Slote does. Smith then provides a full account of the psychological mechanisms of moral approval and disapproval which avoids the excessive consequentialism of Hume’s rival theory. It therefore seems odd that Smith earns no more than a parenthetical acknowledgement at this stage in Slote’s argument.
If Slote had devoted greater attention to Smith’s theory at this juncture, I’m not sure that he would still say that Smith, like Hutcheson, focuses on agents’ intentions to the exclusion of the consequences of their behavior. But that’s not to say he goes all the other way with Hume, focusing on consequences to the exclusion of intentions. What makes Smith’s theory so interesting is that it involves sympathetic consideration of both. There is a strong case to be made that this is exactly what a moral theory ought to do.
Slote’s critics have already questioned his utter rejection of the moral weight of consequences. “We, as observers, are susceptible to approving or disapproving of others empathetic sentiments,” J. Adam Carter writes, “and we are also susceptible to approving or disapproving of the results of others’ empathetic (or non-empathetic) sentiments… Excluding either… is a mistake.”[footnoteRef:3]  Slote acknowledges that having entirely good motives might not seem sufficient to guarantee right action. Pure motives often appear to produce terrible results; the road to hell is infamously paved with good intentions. But Slote insists that whenever we are criticizable for heading down the road to hell, there must actually have been something wrong with our intentions or motivations. In all cases when a person who appears to have entirely good motives can be rightly morally criticized, the appearance is deceiving. A negligent driver, for example, is not to be criticized because of effects of his negligence, but because he “can be (correctly) accused of having lacked sufficient empathetic concern for others” (p. 103).  [3:  J. Adam Carter, “A Recipe for Counterexamples to Slote’s ‘Sentimentalist Virtue and Moral Judgment,’” Virtue Epistemology (Blog) August 9, 2006.  Available online at http://virtuepistemology.blogspot.com/2006/08/recipe-for-counterexamples-to-slotes.html.] 

While we may disapprove of all negligent drivers, our reaction to those who actually harm others is nonetheless quite different from our reaction to those who do not. There is, of course, a vast literature on moral luck debating whether this is ultimately justified. Yet regardless of the proper resolution of this normative debate, a descriptive theory of our moral psychology must somehow account for our attention to consequences. 
Smith offers one sympathy-centered version of how this might work in Part II of The Theory of Moral Sentiments, which is devoted to determinations of what he calls “merit” and “demerit.” Here, in addition to approving or disapproving of a single moral actor, A, a spectator also approves or disapproves of the reactions of another individual, B, who is the object of the A’s actions. Smith emphasizes two of the possible reactions which B may have to A, a feeling of gratitude which is related to merit, and a feeling of resentment which is related to demerit. These are emotional reactions we have to the emotions and actions of others, emotions sparked by “the beneficial or hurtful nature of the effects” that they have for us.[footnoteRef:4] And they are emotions with which a third party can empathize.  “With regard to all such passions,” Smith writes, “our sympathy is divided between the person who feels them, and the person who is the object of them” (TMS I.ii.3.1, p. 34). [4:  The Theory of Moral Sentiments (henceforth TMS).  The Glasgow Edition of the Works and Correspondence of Adam Smith. Edited by A. L. Macfie and D. D Raphael. Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 1759/1790/1984, I.i.3.6, p. 18.] 

When we empathetically approve of B’s gratitude, we are approving of A. When we approve of B’s resentment, we are disapproving of A. Since both gratitude and resentment are sparked by consequences of A’s behavior, these consequences are built into our approval and disapproval of A. If A’s action had no effect on B, we would still approve or disapprove of the intentions behind them. But once B has been affected, our approval and disapproval change. In Smith’s terminology, what would merely be approved of as “proper” is now approved of as meritorious, and what would be disapproved of as “improper” is now deserving of demerit. An aid worker who intends to help others has the proper intention, but only one who succeeds in doing so is a proper object of gratitude, and hence meritorious. A negligent driver who never harms anyone is behaving improperly, but only one who actually causes harm is worthy of demerit. I’ll return to this aspect of Smith’s sentimentalism in the final section of my comments, since Smith’s concept of demerit is the basis of his theory of justice.

II. Approval and Disapproval
Regardless of whether the objects of our empathetic approval and disapproval are agents’ intentions, the consequences of their action, or some combination of the two, this raises the more basic questions of what these moral reactions are and how they operate. Slote describes approval as a spectator’s empathetic reaction to the empathetic concern agents show to the objects of their action, while disapproval is an empathetic reaction to a lack of such concern. The metaphor of temperature is central to Slote’s description of these psychological processes. Since a non-empathetic person is “cold” to the feelings of others, “someone who empathetically registers that coldness will… be chilled by the attitudes or desires of a morally bad person… and the chill thus caught will constitute disapproval of such agents” (p. 37).  Approval, by contrast, is warm on all sides.
Yet this temperature-centered phenomenology doesn’t jibe with all our moral experiences. Approval may typically be phenomenologically “warm,” but there are certain exceptions. Consider our cool approval of virtues like punctiliousness in obeying relatively trivial moral rules. And, as Angela Smith has already observed, disapproval is not always phenomenologically chilly. “For example,” she writes, “when I disapprove of instances of deliberate cruelty, I would not describe my attitudes towards the perpetrators as chilly but rather as boiling or heated. I may seethe with anger rather than react with ‘the chill of disapproval’.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Angela M. Smith, “Moral Sentimentalism by Michael Slote,” Analysis Reviews 71:1 (2011), pp. 197-200, p. 199.] 

Appeals to ordinary language do little to bolster Slote’s case. The “chill of disapproval,” as he admits, usually refers to something that we feel when disapproved of, not when we disapprove of others. The phrase, moreover, is probably less common than it is made out to be. This may not be dispositive, but half of the top ten results in a Google search for the exact phrase “chill of disapproval” are references to Slote’s own work.
Temperature, however, is not the only aspect of the phenomenology of approval and disapproval which Slote discusses. He also observes that moral disapproval is “discordant in a way that approval isn’t.” Empathetic agents “generally feel warmly toward other people,” so when they empathetically feel the coldness which someone else shows to those around her, “this at the very least will be disharmonious with their general warmth” (p. 40). For this reason, disapproval of another’s behavior “involves and is based on” one’s “tendency not to do that sort of thing” (p. 90). This helps explain why approval is positive and disapproval is negative. 
If we were to drop the misleading metaphors of warmth and coldness, focusing instead on those of harmony and discord, this would bring us much closer to Smith’s account of approval and disapproval. Indeed, Slote’s theory could be seen as an account of one particular moral virtue—namely, empathy—along roughly Smithian lines. Smith, however, does not think that empathetic concern for others is the only virtue of which we approve, or that a lack of such concern is the only vice. By sympathetically considering another’s situation, Smith argues that we can judge the degree to which any of his reactions to it (his emotions, choices, attitudes, actions, etc.) are proper or warranted. 
This sympathetic judgment involves a multi-stage process. First, a spectator imaginatively engages with the situation of an actor, imagining what it would be like to be that actor in that situation.[footnoteRef:6] Second, the spectator feels some reaction herself in response to this imagined situation. Third, the spectator compares her reactions to the reactions of the actor, noting their degrees of similarity and difference. Fourth, there are the evaluations arising from this comparison—approval to the extent that the actor’s and the spectator’s reactions to the situation in question harmonize with one another, and disapproval to the extent that they do not.  [6:  Here, it is important to point out that Smith’s account of this imaginary change of situations does not merely involve projecting oneself into the actor’s circumstances—putting oneself in his shoes, so to speak—but instead projecting oneself into the whole person of the actor.  (See TMS VII.iii.1.4, p. 317). I do not imagine how I would respond to a given situation (with my particular personal history, my cultural background, my idiosyncratic psychological profile, etc.) but how I would respond if I were the actor (with his history, culture, psychology, etc.). This may be a rather difficult imaginative task if the actor is very different from me, and Smith never adequately explains how we should go about attempting it. Here, I argue we need to move away from Smith to an examination of J. G. Herder’s theory of cross-cultural, trans-historical empathy. See Michael L. Frazer, The Enlightenment of Sympathy: Justice and the Moral Sentiments in the Eighteenth Century and Today. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010, Chapter 6.  ] 

Yet Smith does not end here. Smith is convinced that we are capable of approving and disapproving, not only of others, but also of ourselves. To do so, we imaginatively explore whether an impartial spectator would approve or disapprove of our behavior. And among the behaviors which can be subject to both self- and other-disapproval are our feelings of approval and disapproval themselves. Every moral sentiment we feel is a possible candidate for such disapproval. This raises the possibility of an open-ended process in which our moral sentiments are continually turned against themselves. In her piece for this symposium, Virginia Held insists that an initial empathetic sentiment of approval or disapproval “needs to go through serious further consideration before it should be taken to yield a persuasive moral judgment” (p. XX – ED, PLEASE ADD PAGE NUMBER). Smith’s theory of self-disapproval through appeal to an imagined impartial spectator explains how this further consideration might work, and how it might do so without relying on some putative process of moral “reasoning.”

III. Sentimentalism, Psychology and Semantics
Why, then, is Slote so insistent on excluding Smith from his book? At one point, Slote remarks that turning to Smith would take us in a “less sentimentalist direction than I and other sentimentalists would like” (p. 34). Of course, Slote can feel free to use the word “sentimentalist” as a term of art, lending it any meaning he so chooses. In ordinary language, however, the history of a term’s usage fixes its range of reference. We therefore cannot accept a definition which implies that the author of The Theory of Moral Sentiments isn’t a moral sentimentalist. 
According to Slote, a “genuinely sentimentalist” account of approval and disapproval must be one in which “moral approval doesn’t require a moral judgment about rightness,” regardless of whether these are “specific or general moral judgments” (p. 45). Smith, by contrast, refuses to separate approval and moral judgment in this way. For Smith, to approve of someone’s behavior simply is to judge that it is proper (and perhaps also meritorious). There is no pre-conscious affective reaction which occurs prior to this moral judgment, but only a single psychological process combining affective, imaginative and rational elements that culminates in a moral verdict. 
Slote argues that a theory like Smith’s is metaethically useless. Only if “approval doesn’t presuppose a moral judgment of rightness” can it be used “in one way or another to explain the meaning of ‘right.’” Otherwise our proffered explanation would be “circular and unhelpful” (p. 71). But this circularity is only a problem if one wants to do the kind of thing semantic metaethicists do today: ideally, to find an analysis or definition of moral terms; failing that, to find some semantic theory which illuminates their meaning without quite analyzing or defining them, what Slote calls an “account,” an “explication” or an “explanation.” While my interpretation is a controversial one (and hence one that I cannot fully defend today), I believe that neither Hume, nor Smith, nor any of the other sentimentalists of the eighteenth century were particularly interested in this sort of moral semantics.
Although Smith has been largely neglected by recent analytic metaethicists, Hume has not been so fortunate. Countless analytic commentators have written under the assumption that Hume must have intended to give something resembling an analysis, definition or explication of moral terms or concepts. Given the superficial absence of any such thing from his ethical writings, they conclude that it must be lurking somewhere implicitly. Many inconsistent semantic theories have been proposed. As Slote recounts, Hume can be read as a subjectivist descriptivist, an expressivist emotivist, an ideal observer theorist, a projectivist error theorist and (in Slote’s own innovation) a proto-Kripkean reference-fixing theorist. Although all can be put forward as plausible interpretations of Hume, Slote concludes that “if one wants to be more consistent than Hume seems to have been, then one has to decide among these theories or advocate some different sentimentalist account” (pp. 47-48). Choosing one and only one such theory “may not do as an interpretation of Hume,” but it “might nonetheless fit the semantic/moral facts” (p. 69).
It should come as no surprise that attempts to wrestle a consistent analysis, definition or explication of moral concepts from the pages of Hume’s Treatise have led Slote and others to reject Hume as metaethically confused and inconsistent. The same would be true of any author who was simply uninterested in semantic metaethics. We don’t expect moral psychologists in psychology departments today to provide a theory of moral semantics. Nor should we expect one from the moral sentimentalists of the Enlightenment era. The only difference is that psychologists today can avoid semantic metaethics thanks to our current academic division of labor, while eighteenth-century sentimentalists avoided semantic metaethics because it hadn’t been invented yet. 
The distinction between the two basic subfields of ethical inquiry took a rather different form in the eighteenth century than it does in philosophy departments today. Smith writes that there are two questions to be considered when examining the principles of morals. “First, wherein does virtue consist? ... And, secondly, by what power or faculty of the mind is it that this character, whatever it be, is recommended to us?” (TMS VII.1.2, p. 265). The second of these is an empirical and psychological question, not a conceptual or linguistic one. Smith divided moral philosophy into descriptive moral psychology on the one hand and a form of virtue-theoretic normative ethics on the other, with little place left for analytic metaethics. 
Slote, like most scholars today, maintains that the two big areas of importance in moral philosophy are metaethics and normative ethics. Once we divide up moral philosophy in this way, moral psychology is only of interest insofar as it can help advance arguments in one of those two other fields. But moral psychology is an independent field of inquiry, and the best available theory of approval and disapproval may not be one which helps advance the agenda in any field but moral psychology itself. It is possible, if unlikely, that the best account of our moral psychology will have no normative implications. It is also possible, and much more likely, that it will have no implications for semantic metaethics. A predetermined conviction that moral psychology must have metaethical implications must not be allowed to distort our normative and psychological inquiries.

IV. Justice
Hume sharply distinguishes between our “natural” concern for particular individuals, on the one hand, and our “artificial” commitment to general principles of justice, on the other. By contrast, Slote, like Smith before him, is “committed to seeing valid rights and humanly acceptable justice as… grounded in considerations having to do with our empathic sensitivity to and concern for others” (p. 124). Unlike Smith, however, Slote thinks “it is possible to understand the justice of (a given society’s) laws, institutions and social customs on analogy with the ethics of individual acts and attitudes of caring.” Under Slote’s theory, “institutions and laws, as well as social customs and practices, are just if they reflect empathically caring motivations on the part of (enough of) those responsible for originating and maintaining them” (p. 125). 
Slote focuses on defending his theory of justice against one line of criticism to which it is liable, the claim “that sentiments like benevolence and love of fellow human beings can motivate people or societies to… a failure to respect individual and group rights.” Consider religious persecution to save the souls of a misguided religious minority. Slote argues “those who persecute others in this way clearly don’t try to understand things from the standpoint of those they persecute, and I think what most strikingly characterizes (arrogant) attitudes and acts of intolerance toward others is a failure to empathize with the point of view of those others” (p. 113). All other such injustices and rights violations, Slote maintains, can be understood to reflect a lack of empathetic concern with their victims. The temptation to search for counter-examples here is strong, but I want to focus on another possible line of criticism.
Even if we are filled with the greatest possible level of empathetic concern for all the parties involves, this concern alone cannot serve as a practical guide to action when the needs and interests of multiple others, all of whom we care about, conflict with one another. Our good intentions are here no longer paving the road to hell, but are now incapable of leading us in any particular direction at all. When A’s interests are in conflict with B’s, the mere fact that I am deeply, empathetically concerned with both of them cannot determine what I should do. One of the main reasons we need a theory of political justice is to arbitrate these sorts of conflicts. 
Smith explains one way in which sympathetic judgments of propriety, impropriety, and demerit can help us do the job. In order to explain how we derive a general theory of justice from individual judgments of demerit, Smith argues that it is natural to oppose that which causes us sorrow. When the cause of an individual’s suffering is another human individual’s willful behavior, his opposition to it takes the form of “resentment.” Resentment is unique because its objects—unlike the other causes of human sorrow—are themselves human, themselves moral agents the propriety of whose actions can be judged. Resentment aims at making those who hurt us recognize the impropriety of their behavior. Our goal is a kind of reconciliation which brings both offender and offended into a state of sympathetic harmony. Yet the means which resentment often seizes upon for achieving its goal—namely punishment—is nonetheless against the interests of the offender. Since it includes a desire to set back the interests of another, resentment is classified as what Smith calls an “unsocial” passion. 

Recall the earlier example of when A’s behavior has negative consequences for B. In order to judge of the propriety of B’s resentment, and hence of the demerit of A’s behavior, the spectator therefore must sympathetically judge each in turn. First, she considers the degree to which A responded with propriety to the situation which caused him to act so as to draw B’s resentment.  To the extent that he did, then his behavior cannot be worthy of demerit, for “where there is no disapprobation of the motives of the person who does the mischief, there is no sort of sympathy with the resentment of him who suffers it” (TMS II.1.3, p. 71). Even if B is suffering as a result of A’s behavior, to the extent that we sympathize with A’s reaction to his situation and hence approve of him, we may sympathize with B’s sorrow, but not with his resentment. Resentment is only proper as a response to what Smith calls “injury,” and injury, in Smith’s technical sense of the term, can only result from the improper behavior of others. 

Only after the impropriety of A’s behavior has been established can a spectator then judge the extent to which it is worthy of demerit; to do so, her sympathetic attention is now turned toward B, and she judges of the propriety of his resentment. To the extent that B’s resentment is deemed proper, her attentions finally turn once again to A, whose behavior she now disapproves of, not only as improper, but also as worthy of demerit. Our sympathetic approval of the resentment felt by the injured leads us to demand punishment or compensation, and to insist that this be guaranteed by the force of law. Justice is the virtue which allows an individual to avoid such demerit. Smith says that “justice is violated whenever one is deprived of what he had a right to and could justly demand from others, or rather, when we do him an injury or hurt without a cause.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Adam Smith, Lectures on Jurisprudence. Report of 1762-3, i.9. The Glasgow Edition of the Works and Correspondence of Adam Smith. Edited by R. L. Meek, D. D. Raphael and P. G. Stein. Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 1982, p. 7. ] 


Yet justice, for Smith, is not only a virtue of individuals. It can also be understood as a system of moral rules, general principles which can be inductively derived from our particular sympathetic judgments of individual demerit. A code of positive law can be called just to the degree that it is a successful approximation of this code of natural law. 

As soon as we understand natural rights in this way, most of the items listed among traditional bills of rights—rights to life, liberty, property, and so on—can be derived on the basis of the sympathy-based moral judgment. Take property, for example. Smith asks us to imagine a man who has the apple he has just picked taken away from him. Smith writes: “From the system I have already explained… we may conceive an injury was done when an impartial spectator would be of opinion he was injured.” And surely this would be the case with our aggrieved apple-picker. “The cause of this sympathy or concurrence betwixt the spectator and possessor,” Smith explains, “is that he enters into his thoughts and concurs in his opinion that he may form a reasonable expectation of using the fruit in any manner he pleases.” Yet while the expectation to enjoy the (here literal) fruits of our labor is judged proper, the desire to take those of another is not, and the resentment of those whose goods are the object of this desire is shared by the spectator. The spectator thus sympathizes with the initial possessor’s feeling that his apple is his own, “but he cannot enter into the designs of him who would take the goods from the first possessor.”[footnoteRef:8]  In this way, Smith defends individuals’ property rights as a reflective outgrowth of our sympathy with, and concern for, our fellow human beings.  [8:  Ibid., i.37, p. 17.] 


When someone has violated the rights of another, empathetic concern for the victim leads us to limit and act against our empathetic concern for the perpetrator. Although his theory of justice might be thought to imply otherwise, Slote insists that “the public’s desire for criminals to be appropriately punished” is not “unjust or wrong on our care-ethical account because… such a desire doesn’t in itself indicate a lack of fully developed empathy” (p. 99). Most of us, however, do not believe that the punishment of criminals is merely morally permissible; it seems more plausible to say it is morally required. Smith explains that a failure to punish—or to punish adequately—represents a failure to sympathize adequately with the proper resentment of the criminal’s victims. Nor is such a limitation of empathy for some out of empathy for others limited to the sphere of criminal justice. Politics is essentially the art of such tradeoffs. A moral agent guided only by unlimited, unreflective empathetic concern for everyone would be a kind of saint or holy fool, but never a just or effective political actor. 
This is, perhaps, the greatest difference between Smith’s sentimentalism and Slote’s. Smith presents sympathy as the answer to the second of the two moral-philosophical questions he poses. Slote presents empathy as the answer to both. For Smith, sympathy is the primary faculty of the mind by which virtue is recommended to us. Yet he insists that sympathy alone is not “that wherein virtue consists.” Smith instead understands virtue as what he calls “propriety,” which he roughly identifies with the more ancient conception of virtue as moderation. Our sympathetic concern for others can be excessive and improper. We rely on our power of sympathy itself to determine when this is so. It is the fact that Smith sees imaginative sympathy as the central faculty in moral judgment which renders him a sentimentalist in the philosophical sense. Those who see sympathy or empathy as the essence of virtue may also be sentimentalists in the colloquial sense.
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