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Abstract
Adam Smith does not focus on the creation 
of an ideal world, but on the understand-
ing that societal changes for the better are 
an unintentional product of commerce. 
Furthermore, as if to highlight the concrete-
ness of these changes, he sees population 
growth as the way to measure this better-
ment of society. 
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Resumo
Adam Smith não se concentra na criação de um 
mundo ideal, mas no entendimento de que mu-
danças sociais para melhor são um produto não 
intencional do comércio. Além disso, como que 
para destacar a concretude dessas mudanças, ele 
vê o crescimento populacional como a forma de 
medir essa melhoria da sociedade.
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1 Introduction

Can we make a better society? Should we? How do we know if we have 
made it better? Adam Smith, in line with some of his contemporaries 
Eighteenth-century Scottish enlightenment thinkers such as David Hume, 
John Millar and Adam Ferguson, answers these questions differently from 
many of his European contemporaries, predecessors, and successors. In 
contrast to them, Smith lacks a utopian dimension to his philosophy of 
how to make society better. Instead he focuses on the reality of social 
change and seeks ways to measure how a society can be considered as 
getting better. For Smith, social betterment is generally the result of a com-
bination of luck and the unintended consequences of human interactions, 
which can be measured by changes in the rate of growth of population.

After defi ning social betterment, I show how for Smith this betterment 
is the unintended and not inevitable result of a silent commercial revolu-
tion, rather than of a rationalistic utopian design. A discussion of how 
Smith sees population growth as a way to measure this betterment pre-
cedes some concluding remarks.

I use the term social ‘betterment’ to highlight that there are changes in 
societies that do not fall in the categories of improvement, progress, and 
development. Improvement generally refers to micro-level local improve-
ments; progress generally refers to macro-level designed utopic progress; 
and development to the inevitable and sort of mechanical, even if at times 
not linear, stadial development of society. 

Betterment is not a term Smith uses. Smith uses the expression “bet-
tering our condition”, though, to refer to the innate drive that motivates 
many of our actions. But while our desire to better our condition is a force 
that works at the individual level, and that can lead us to plan our conduct 
to achieve our wished-for results, the idea I would like to express with 
“social betterment” remains at the aggregate level, so society as a whole 
becomes better off, not just single individuals in it. Furthermore, this so-
cial betterment is not something we can explicitly plan to achieve. And 
while we can see if an individual bettered their condition by looking at his 
amount of wealth, we can see if a society achieved some betterment by 
looking at its population growth.

The choice of the term, thus, even if potentially anachronistically, helps 
us see the different levels of social changes that can lead to a better human 
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condition. I use ‘betterment’ to differentiate between individual rationally 
designed micro improvements, rationally planned utopic ideas of progress, 
and human agency-free deterministic macro developments.

Micro-level improvements characterized the Scottish Enlightenment as 
an “age of improvements.” Social betterment, in the sense of macro-level 
change for the better, can and does happen, but it is generally the result of 
a combination of luck and the unintended consequences of human inter-
actions, which can be measured by changes in population growth rates. 
It is in no way an inevitable step toward development. Neither would 
it be a rationally planned designed progress. Furthermore, understanding 
the human condition and the limits of what humans can achieve is not so 
much a tool for bettering society as it is a way to avoid or contain society’s 
deterioration caused by the hubris of utopian dreams. Social betterment 
thus simply implies the more humble and realistic ability of a society to 
increase its population growth rate, in terms of decreased child mortality, 
increased life expectancy, and improved standards of living. And Smith, 
rather than focusing on describing ideal societies, focused on measuring 
changes in real ones. 

I therefore suggest that the current literature on the Scottish Enlight-
enment, which focuses on the idea of it as an age of improvement or as 
presenting some form of preset stages of development, needs to recognize 
a distinction between micro-level local improvements and a more general 
non-rationally constructed and non-deterministic social level notion of bet-
terment. And that, moreover, the social level notion of betterment is linked 
to the idea of using population growth as a measure of this betterment. 

2 “Betterment” rather than improvement, progress, or 
development

The Scottish Enlightenment is often referred to as the “age of improve-
ment.” Christopher Berry (2013, p. 1) seminally defi nes it as character-
ized by its “deliberate intent to ‘improve’” (Phillipson 1970; Berry 1997). 
Yet this is not, and should not be considered, an age of utopic progress. 
Improvement implies an understanding of reality, an increase in knowl-
edge, which allows us to be better off, given our constraints. Utopic social 
progress instead implies a design of an ideal, independent of constraints. 
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Improvements are thus the result of our better knowledge of reality. This 
same knowledge of reality leads us to understand the limits of human 
abilities and to the view that redesigning a “system,” a whole new society, 
is the wrong way to approach social change. Understanding what we can 
and what we cannot do would allow us to avoid the inevitable disasters of 
utopic hubris. The knowledge we come to understand is also that general 
macro-level social betterments are not the result of human plans (Smith 
2006, p. 165-166), like the micro-level improvements. And so should not 
be confused with them. Neither are they the inevitable results of a de-
terministic development path. Furthermore, the macro-level social better-
ments can be measured by counting the increasing or decreasing number 
of people a society is able to sustain.

The concept of improvement in 18th century Scotland provides a justifi -
cation for experimentation and change. But these are all individual, local, 
changes, not global ones. Even when we think of their interest in the rela-
tionship between men and the environment, how man can infl uence the 
environment especially in the case of agriculture, we are still not dealing 
with attempt to redesign nature according to some ideal standards. 

While it is true that “the Scottish Improvers set out to improve Scotland 
literally “from the ground up” (Bonnyman 2014, p. 5), and to do this, they 
engaged in a large variety of experiments with an equally large variety of 
success rates; it is also true that their aim was simply to understand how 
nature worked and gradually improve knowledge of agriculture. The intro-
duction of spade husbandry and potato cultivation, as well as sheep farm-
ing, were successful experiments dating to this time. The introduction of 
Chinese tea in the Highlands of Scotland was a failed attempt to improve, 
which eventually led to the introduction of Chinese tea cultivation in India 
(Jonsson 2013). The many local, micro, improvement attempts, based on 
the then-current understanding of the world were not grand ideal schemes 
to redesign the entire society and humankind.

Similarly, Adam Smith ([1776] 1981) believes that banks and bank 
credit, and free banking in particular, are successful instruments of im-
provement (WN II.ii). The economic boom of 18th century Scotland was 
due in part to the innovation of banking (WN II.ii.41, p. 297). The system 
was not perfect, nor could it be made perfect, but it could be improved. 
For Smith, the improvement would come from legal restrictions on in-
terest rates (WN II.iv.13-17, pp. 356-359), on small denomination notes 
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(WN II.ii.89-94, pp.322-324), and on the ability of banks to suspend con-
vertibility (WN II.ii.98, pp. 325-326). Similarly, for David Hume improve-
ment would come from a reform of the banking system so that it would 
eventually resemble the one in Amsterdam (Hume [1752] 1985, pp. 284-
285; see also Paganelli 2014; Dimand 2013). These were suggestions for 
simple reforms of the existing institutions, not designs for an ideal society 
inhabited by a redesigned ideal people. They are concrete and clear sug-
gestions for some specifi c path to take to try to improve a specifi c micro 
aspect of society. They are not plans of institutional redesign following a 
rational design such as in Condorcet (Lukes and Urbinati 2012), or Jeremy 
Bentham (Schofi eld and Harris 1999).

Most utopian ideas of progress, on the other hand, do not offer a con-
crete path to reach utopia. We are seldom given directions to go nowhere. 
It may not be by accident that utopia is generally described second hand-
edly. It is a report of someone who met someone else who visited utopia. 
And the way to utopia is more often than not randomly stumbled upon 
(Davis 2008). 

The French Revolution seems to be a watershed in utopian thinking 
with the idea of utopia moving from literary fantasy to plan for revolu-
tionary transformation of society (Claeys 1994, p. xxvi). It seems that 
Smith misses this shift to utopian politics. The French Revolution may be 
one of the expressions of a faith in the construct of Utopia here and now: 
we create new goods and new technologies; we develop sciences and ap-
ply them to everyday life; we rationalize knowledge, making it more fruit-
ful, so we can modify our environment, control and direct the destiny of 
humankind toward a better world, improving on the imperfections of the 
existing world and creating a new and better one (Fest 1992).

Not for Adam Smith. He is aware that ideally perfect rational societies 
may be appealing in theory, but they are not livable in practice (Claeys 
1994). Smith ([1762]1985, i.96-116, p. 40-47) knows Johnathan Swift and 
his Gulliver’s Travels (Swift [1723] 2005) as he positively comments on 
Swift’s writing style. Swift warns us, even before the French Revolution, 
of this ideal impossibility: Gulliver encounters the Houyhnhnms, naturally 
virtuous creatures who cultivate reason and are governed by it so that all 
aspects of their society are organized according to logical patterns. Yet, 
in “a society which [Gulliver] feels to be truly ideal, […] he is not fi t to 
live there” (Houston 2007, p. 433). Gulliver also travels through ideal and 
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perfect societies which, despite their perfection, seem to fail. Leaving reli-
gious interpretations aside, Lilliput seems to decline both “because of the 
‘degenerate nature of man’, no institution can guarantee good government 
or moral virtue” and because the Lilliputians “did not understand their 
own degenerate nature” (Radner 1992, pp. 53-54). Swift seems to criti-
cize the concept that ideal perfection of institutions may lead society to 
progress, claiming that even if we had perfect institutions, ‘the degenerate 
nature of man’ will corrupt them.

Aware of possible diffi culties in implementing utopian idealism, uto-
pias started including accounts of revolutions and violent establishments 
of new regimes (Claeys 1994). Violence becomes an acceptable option, if 
all else fails (Popper 1989, p. 357; Berlin 1991, p. 15; see also Smith 2005, 
p. 221). 

While French surrealism eventually will present itself as an alternative 
to extreme forms of rationalistic utopias and as attempts to “free ourselves 
from the tyranny of rationalism” (Gardiner 1995, p. 95), in Eighteenth-cen-
tury Scotland, writers such as Adam Smith distance themselves from this 
utopian approach preferring a more realistic description and prescription 
of social betterment instead. In Scotland, as Craig Smith (2005) document-
ed, there may have been a well-grounded reluctance to adopt utopic ideals 
because, among other things, of the country’s exposure to Reformation-
era attempts to set up a perfect theocracy. The alternative more realistic 
notion that social betterment may be achieved by the acceptance of the 
imperfection of human nature and the working of history, with its acci-
dents and unguided (and not necessarily deterministic) evolution, and not 
by redesigning society or human beings, became dominant. 

David Hume in his History of England (Hume [1762] 1985), and later Wil-
liam Paley (Paley [1785] 2000, p. 328), in describing the British constitu-
tion, gives us a sense of it: 

“The constitution of England, like that of most countries of Europe, 
hath grown out of occasion and emergency; from the fl uctuating policy of 
different ages; from the contentions, successes, interests, and opportuni-
ties, of different orders and parties of men in the community. It resembles 
one of those old mansions, which, instead of being built all at once, after 
a regular plan, and according to the rules of architecture at present estab-
lished, has been reared in different ages of the art, has been altered from 
time to time, and has been continually receiving additions and repairs 
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suited to the taste, fortune, or conveniency, of its successive proprietors.” 
(Paley [1785] 2000, p. 328),

Successful institutions are more like patchworks of chance than ideal 
products of reason or nature. Joseph Cropsey claims indeed “there is noth-
ing in the nature of things which will, or might ‘inevitably’, lead to the 
coming into being of the natural of the most expedient social arrange-
ment.” (1957, p. 73). The commercial state of society in Europe seems to 
have arrived by chance and through a non-predicted path, according to 
Smith: “But though this natural order of things must have taken place in 
some degree in every society, it has, in all modern states of Europe, been, 
in many respects, entirely inverted” (WN III.i.9, p. 380). Some economies 
for Smith started on the right path but then stalled, like the stationary state 
of the Chinese economy. The history of Bengal is regressive, not progres-
sive. Bengal is in a declining state. Britain has progressed, but it is in seri-
ous danger of stalling or even regressing, if it falls prey to the attacks of 
mercantilism (WN I.viii.25-28). The whole Wealth of Nations may be read 
as a warning sign that the march of development may not be inevitable 
(Winch 1978, pp. 1-27, 164-188; Alvey 2003).

Social betterment thus differs from both micro-level improvements, 
macro-level utopias, and the various interpretations of stages of develop-
ment. Smith describes different states of society in his Lectures on Juris-
prudence (Smith [1762-3; 1766] 1978 , LJA i.27, LJA iv.19-36) as well as in 
the fi rst part of Book V of The Wealth of Nations. The stadial theory of de-
velopment has been interpreted as a deterministic and inevitable march 
of development (e.g. Meek 1976, 1971). We started as hunter-gatherer 
societies to eventually develop into a pastoral stage, and agricultural 
stage, and fi nally into a commercial stage. The stadial theory of develop-
ment has also been interpreted as a pedagogical taxonomy to explain dif-
ferent social, political, and economic institutions (Berry 2013; Paganelli 
Forthcoming). In one interpretation, human agency takes the back seat 
and material conditions are the primary sources of change. In the other 
interpretation, change is not necessarily explained, as what matters is 
the appropriateness of different institutions to specifi c circumstances. 
The idea of social betterment still maintains human agency, even if in a 
non-deterministic way.
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3 Unintended Betterment: The silent revolution of 
commerce

For Adam Smith, institutions are not and cannot be perfect. They do not 
even need to be. He tells us this in The Wealth of Nations ([1776] 1981), criti-
cizing the Physiocrats who instead insist in demanding perfection. Human 
beings and human institutions are comfortably functioning even if they 
are not perfect (WN, IV.ix.28, pp. 673-674).

As Smith explains in The Wealth of Nations, rational and well-intentioned 
plans for social betterment are not only going to fail, they are actually go-
ing to make us worst off (WN IV.ii.9-10, p. 456). In his The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments ([1759] 1982), he describes a “man of system,” so enamored 
with his beautiful ideal plan, that he forgets that real people are not as he 
dreams. The consequence of his attempt to implement his “wise” system 
will cause misery and social disorder (TMS VI.ii.2.17, pp. 233-234). Simi-
larly, Hume claims that, given our inability to achieve an ideal of moral 
perfection, we need vices to compensate other vices, just “as one poison 
may be an antidote to another” (Hume [1752] 1985, p. 279). We are better 
off accepting human beings for what they are, with their functioning, even 
if imperfect, combination of vices and virtues. Attempts to change human 
nature and institutions to make them closer to some unrealistic ideals are 
going to make us worst off (Hume [1752] 1985, pp. 279-280). 

But the rejection of the ideal plans of men of system does not necessarily 
imply political inaction. Active policies can and should be prescribed, but 
they should avoid creating utopian illusions that may cause social disasters 
(Farrant and Paganelli 2005). Imposing institutions on societies that have 
not evolved into them is a receipt for disaster. To impose a commercial 
order in a nomadic society, for example, would be not just ridiculous but 
dreadful (Millar [1779] 2006) since the chess pieces would move in disac-
cord from the planned design, to refer back to the image of the great chess 
board of society that Adam Smith uses (TMS VI.ii.2.17, pp. 233-234). 

Smith often welcomes reforms, and supports a “science of the legisla-
tor.” But a reformer is not necessarily a “man of system.” A reformer, even 
an “improver”, is someone who tries to understand the reality of things 
and does not try to change it in ways that are not “natural.” A reformer, 
an “improver”, unlike a “man of system”, does take into consideration that 
the pieces on the human chessboard have a will of their own and does not 
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try to move them in ways that are contrary to that will. He would con-
sider that there are “formidable” powers of merchants and manufacturers 
which can “intimidate the legislature” (WN IV.ii.43, p. 471) so much that 
“[t]o expect, indeed, that the freedom of trade should ever be entirely re-
stored in Great Britain, is as absurd as to expect that an Oceana or Utopia 
should ever be established in it. Not only the prejudices of the publick , 
but what is much more unconquerable, the private interests of many in-
dividuals, irresistibly oppose it” (WN IV.ii.43, p. 471). Similarly, for Smith, 
those same real “formidable” interests and prejudices described in Book 
IV make the system of taxation that Smith envisions, should there be a 
union between Britain and its colonies, “a speculation [that] can at worst 
be regarded as a new Utopia, less amusing certainly, but not more useless 
and chimerical than the old one” (WN V.iii.68, p. 934). 

The rejection of the ideal plans of men of system also does not neces-
sarily imply that social betterment is impossible. For Smith, social bet-
terment is possible, even if it is not the result of human design. Smith, 
like Hume, sees the possibility of social betterment in the accidental 
channeling of our vices, as well as of our virtues, into institutions that 
favor economic growth. It is the combination of our different passions 
that can, unintentionally, generate good outcomes for society. So, for 
example, as Smith writes in Book III of The Wealth of Nations, the fall of 
the oppressive system of feudal lords and the emergence of the system 
of natural liberty seem to be linked to the unintended consequences of 
our voraciousness: 

All for ourselves, and nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the world, 
to have been the vile maxim of the master of mankind. As soon, therefore, as [the 
great barons] could fi nd a method of consuming the whole value of their rents 
themselves, they had no disposition to share them with any other persons (WN 
III.iv.10, p. 418. See also WN V.i.g. 25, p. 803). 

Which means that “most childish, the meanest and the most sordid of all 
vanities” which hopelessly attract them to the glitter of a “pair of diamond 
buckles perhaps, or […] something as frivolous and useless” (WN III.iv.10, 
pp. 418-419) induced the great feudal lords to “gradually bartered their 
whole power and authority” (WN III.iv.10, pp. 418-419) and eventually 
sell their birthright and their estate. According to Smith, therefore, the ac-
cidental combination of the “folly” of gratifying “the most childish vanity” 
and the cupidity of merchants seeking to “turn[…] a penny wherever a 
penny was to be got” (WN III.iv.17, p. 422) brings down the feudal system 
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and allows for the growth of the system of commerce and liberty which 
helps to sustain an increasing number of people. No government, no ratio-
nal plan, no army, no virtue, no moral perfection improved human condi-
tions in this case. For Smith, it is despite (or maybe even through) moral 
imperfection that mankind stumbles into social betterment. 

As Smith writes in The Wealth of Nations, the silent revolution of com-
merce brings about “order and good government, and with them, the lib-
erty and security of individuals […]. This, though it has been the least 
observed, is by far the most important of all their effect” (WN III.iv.4, 
p. 412), as Hume before Smith recognizes (see also Rosenberg 1990). This 
social betterment includes functioning systems of justice which proved 
indispensable for growth and prosperity (Young 1997). It is not an ideal, 
but, rather a messy combination of real forces emerging from the slow 
revolution of commerce, which dismantles the feudal order and allows 
for social betterment. The silent and unplanned revolution of commerce 
achieves what no army, ideal system, or public governance would be able 
to achieve (e.g. WN III.iv.10, p. 418 and V.i.g. 24-25, p. 803).

Just as social betterment comes unintentionally from commerce, so it 
is not an ideal design but, rather, our propensity to truck, barter, and ex-
change that unintentionally brings about the division of labor that allows 
for commence: 

This division of labour, from which so many advantages are derived, is not orig-
inally the effect of any human wisdom, which foresees and intends that 
general opulence to which it gives occasion. It is the necessary, though very slow 
and gradual consequence of a certain propensity in human nature which has in 
view no such extensive utility; the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange 
one thing for another (WN I.ii.1, p. 25. Emphasis added). 

Note that while opulence is not a necessary result, when it does occur it is 
the necessary unintended consequence of this propensity to truck, barter, 
and exchange.

Adam Ferguson ([1767] 1995), even if more skeptical on the benefi ts 
of commerce than Smith or Hume, coined the phrase which is usually 
taken as the one-sentence description of the Scottish enlightenment as it 
captures its spirit: functioning institutions are “the results of human ac-
tion, but not the execution of any human design” (p. 119). The real chess-
board of human society generates institutions, thanks to the interaction of 
people, which allows for the betterment of society. This betterment is not 
inevitable and deterministic. But this betterment, if it does happen, can be 
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seen through the increase in the rate of population growth and what today 
we call standards of living and life expectancy.

4 Social betterment is measurable

For Smith, improvements and social betterment can be measured by count-
ing the increase or decrease of the number of adult people alive (WN I.viii). 
Judging social betterment by the rate of growth of society’s population can 
be seen as a rejection of utopian standards. The increasing capability of a 
society to support life is just a tool of analysis, a practical measure of suc-
cess. Focusing on population growth, Adam Smith does not mean seeing a 
specifi c population level as a target, but rather seeing the overall growth in 
population as an unintended consequence of improved living conditions. 
Increasing population is not an ideal aim, but a proxy that captures the 
improved ability of a society to provide better life expectancy through its 
improvement in the standards of living, and higher wages, especially for 
the working poor (WN I.viii.23, pp. 87-88).

Society’s ability to support a growing number of individuals would 
eventually be embraced by evolutionary theorists. The fi ttest survive, as 
it was said after Adam Smith. So, the ‘better’ societies are the ones where 
population grows. I used ‘better’ in scare quotes because if one measures 
social betterment via population growth, one may run into problems. ‘Bet-
ter’ has a normative component which natural evolutionists do not neces-
sarily include. What survives and grows is not what is ‘better’ but simply 
what survives and grows (Hayek 2013). It is only when we believe that 
life is ‘better’ by some other standards that we can say that societies able 
to support more individuals are better. But, it is only in recent decades that 
scholars have been willing to separate the idea of normative progress from 
the idea of evolution and growth. Scottish thinkers were not necessarily 
willing to make that step for human population. More life is indeed better. 
Societies better able to support life are better societies than ones unable to 
support life (Paganelli 2013, 2017). Furthermore, for Smith, societies with 
an increasing population are the happiest (WN I.viii.43, p. 99). 

The question can morph into a debate on what kind of society is bet-
ter. Robert Wallace ([1753] 1969), for example, claims that ancient societ-
ies were better, and thus more populous, than modern ones. David Hume 

97v.31 n.1 2021 Nova Economia�



Paganelli

([1752] 1985), in his “Populousness of Ancient Nations,” argues instead 
populations of antiquity are overestimated. Modern commercial societies 
are in fact more populous, and better, societies (on the Wallace-Hume de-
bate see, e.g., Stangeland [1904] 1966). Adam Smith, following Hume, in his 
introduction to The Wealth of Nations, tells us that in non-commercial soci-
ety, poverty is such that it forces people to abandon their children, elderly, 
and sick to die by exposure to the elements or “to be devoured by wild 
beast” (WN introduction 4, p. 10). Later in the book he tells us, again fol-
lowing Hume, that “The poverty of the lower ranks of people in China far 
surpasses that of the most beggarly nations in Europe. […] In all great towns 
several [children] are every night exposed in the street, or drowned like pup-
pies” (WN I.viii.24, pp. 89–90). Pre-commercial poverty forces parents to kill 
their children. The wealth that commerce brings about lets children live.

Population growth is thus for Smith an indication of betterment, not 
something rationally planned—marking him out from other thinkers of 
the time (Spengler [1942] 1980). Adam Ferguson makes the point, which 
Smith does not explicitly make, but that one could imagine he could have 
most likely not disagreed with: “the statesman who by premiums to mar-
riage, by allurements to foreigners or by confi ning the natives at home 
apprehends that he has made the numbers of his people to grow is often 
like the fl y in the fable, who admired its success in turning wheels and in 
moving carriages: he has only accomplished what was already in motion; 
he has dashed with his oar to hasten the cataract; and waved with his fan 
to give speed to the winds.” (Ferguson [1767] 1995, p. 137).

Adam Smith brings the analysis a step forward though: it is not just the 
total number of people that matters, it is the rate of growth of population. 
He links social betterment with the ability to sustain a growing population. 
Smith’s description of whether an economy is growing, sedentary, or de-
clining, is linked with a growing, stable, or declining population. Growing 
economies support life, declining economies hinder life: “The most deci-
sive mark of the prosperity of any country is the increase of the number 
of its inhabitants” (WN I.viii.23, pp. 87–88). North American colonies are 
not very populous, but they are growing, and have growing opportuni-
ties for social advancement. Population doubles every twenty-fi ve years 
(WN I.viii.23, p. 88). People are industrious, have the opportunities to 
fulfi ll themselves, to marry young and have many healthy children who 
grow up to adulthood. Wages are high. “The greatest body of the people 
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seems to be the happiest and the most comfortable” (WN I.viii.43, p. 99). 
We know it because: 

a young widow with four or fi ve young children, who, among the middling or 
inferior ranks of people in Europe, would have so little chance for a second hus-
band, is there [in North America] frequently courted as a sort of fortune. The 
value of children is the greatest of all encouragements to marriage. […] [T]here is 
a continual complaint of the scarcity of hands in North America. The demand for 
labourers, the funds destined for maintaining them, increase, it seems, still faster 
than they can fi nd labourers to employ (WN I.viii.23, p. 88). 

China is rich and populous, but its economy is stationary. Its population 
is stationary too. People have lost their entrepreneurial spirit and enthu-
siasm. Wages are at subsistence. They marry and have children, just to 
“drown them like puppies” as mentioned above. The population is “dull”, 
not “cheerful” (WN I.viii.43, p. 99). 

In Bengal, on the other hand, the economy is declining and opportuni-
ties for social betterment seem non-existent. Wages here are below sub-
sistence. People are “miserable” and “melancholic” (WN I.viii.43, p. 99): 

many would not be able to fi nd employment even upon . . . hard terms, but 
would either starve, or be driven to seek subsistence either by begging, or by 
the perpetration perhaps of the greatest enormities. Want, famine, and mortal-
ity would immediately prevail . . . till the number of inhabitants in the country 
was reduced to what could easily be maintained by the revenue and stock which 
remained in it, and which had escaped either the tyranny or calamity which had 
destroyed the rest. In [that] fertile country [of Bengal] which had before been 
much depopulated, three or four hundred thousand people die of hunger in one 
year (WN I.viii.26, p. 91).

Britain, according to Smith, falls in between the North American colonies 
and China. Its economy is growing, but not as much as North Ameri-
ca’s, even if more than China’s; and indeed its population is also growing, 
less than America but more than China. Britain’s population is expect-
ed to double every fi ve hundred years, as opposed to the every twen-
ty-fi ve years in the colonies and as opposed to the fl at growth of China 
(WN I.viii.23, p. 87-88).

Note that Smith does not address some of the problems that later schol-
ars, such as David Ricardo or Thomas Robert Malthus, see in an increasing 
population. For Smith, there is no risk of a glut of lower income work-
ers, or of over-population problems. Smith claims that “the demand for 
men, like that for any other commodity, necessarily regulates the produc-
tion of men” (WN I.viii.40, p. 98): population increases only in a growing 
economy where there is a high demand for labor, which causes wages to 
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increase and thus the ability to raise a numerous family. He does not even 
foresee the future problem of very wealthy societies today, where popu-
lation tends to decrease, if not compensated for with migrants. He does 
note, though, that individual wealthy women have a signifi cantly lower 
fertility rate than women of lower income (WN I.viii.37, p. 96-97).

Ferdinando Meacci (Forthcoming), though, notes that Smith does take 
for granted that the rate of growth of the long-run supply of labor (popu-
lation, that is) must increase a lower rate than the long-run demand of it. 
This is implicitly corroborated in a different context by Reinhard Schum-
acher (2016). For Schumacher, indeed, Smith does not take part in the so-
called rich country-poor country debate because, in this account, Smith 
predicts a convergence of poor countries to rich counties, which would 
make all better off, even if all would reach a stationary state. 

In Schumacher’s account, the debate instead saw a split between David 
Hume and Henry Home, Lord Kames on the one hand and Josiah Tuck-
er and James Oswald on the other. Hume and Kames saw convergence, 
Tucker and Oswald an increasing divergence. But the convergence Hume 
and Kames saw implies a decay of the rich countries, as a consequence of 
their higher wages, which would induce outsourcing to poor and cheap-
er countries. The high wages of rich countries, for Tucker and Oswald, 
are instead the cause of their critical and permanent advantage over poor 
countries, as they induce immigration of skilled workers. For Smith in-
stead, high wages are simply a sign of economic growth, incentivizing the 
“production of men.”

While I do not agree with Schumacher’s conclusions that “Smith envi-
sions a limit to economic growth and progress” (p. 777) and that the natu-
ral progress of opulence is inevitable, I do agree with him in his criticism 
of Istvan Hont (1983) that the Wealth of Nations shows signifi cant changes 
from the Lectures on Jurisprudence (p. 787). While Schumacher focuses on 
the role of capital in the Wealth of Nations and its absence in the Lectures, 
what is relevant for me is Smith’s treatment of population. In the Lectures, 
population seemed to grow with the availability of means of subsistence, 
and when there is enough pressure on them, there would be incentives to 
fi nd better means of subsistence (LJA iv 19-36). Population growth seemed 
to be the cause of economic growth. In the Wealth of Nations, this position 
is abandoned. Population growth becomes here a consequence of economic 
growth, as demonstrated above, and not a cause of it. 
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Another point worth noting is that this increase in the means of sup-
porting a growing population is not a consequence of, or anyway linked 
to, individual moral improvement (on some moral challenges and solu-
tions in the population debate see Levy 1999). The overall system of mor-
als may become better, in the sense, for example, that the wealth of a com-
mercial society allows us to see and avoid the “so dreadful a violation of 
humanity” and “the most unjust and unreasonable conduct” (TMS V.2.15, 
pp. 209-210) of some practices, such as infanticide, which are commonly 
accepted and in poor non-commercial societies and “undoubtedly more 
pardonable than in any other” societies (TMS V.2.15, pp., 209-210). Simi-
larly, the wealth of commercial societies is a fertile ground for the devel-
opment of a set of virtues linked to humanity. But it is not the individual 
moral improvement that creates a better society. It is the “tranquility” and 
the opulence that commerce brings about that may offer the opportunities 
for human beings to fl ourish (TMS III.3.37, p. 153). For Smith, individuals 
are imperfect and it is not feasible for them to shed their imperfections. 
It is not that perfection is unwelcome: it is that perfection is not feasi-
ble. Within themselves, individuals have a mix of social and selfi sh senti-
ments, of virtues and vices, of passions and reason. Adam Smith criticizes 
his “never to be forgotten” teacher, Francis Hutchison, because he relies 
excessively on benevolence, which is unrealistic (TMS VII.ii.3). He also 
criticizes Bernard Mandeville, because he relies excessively on selfi shness, 
which is also unrealistic (TMS VII.ii.4). David Hume criticizes those who 
aspire to a better society by eliminating vices, because a perfectly virtuous 
person is not a feasible possibility ([1752] 1985, p. 363).

5 Conclusion

Adam Smith believes that commerce brings about social betterment. Yet, 
he does not seem to believe that the achievement of a commercial society 
is or should be a planned action meant to reach a perfect ideal state or an 
inevitable step from previous stages of development. Social betterment 
in Smith is present but it is not utopic. It is achieved by micro rational 
improvements due to our better understanding of the real world and the 
acceptance of our limitations, and by accidental evolution at the macro 
social level. His focus on micro-improvements should be seen as limited 
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to the local level. His focus on macro-level betterment is instead limited to 
the measurement of real changes in population.
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