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From The Theory of Moral Sentiments by Adam Smith 
 
 

I. Of the origin of Ambition, and of the distinction of Ranks. 
 
It is because mankind are disposed to sympathize more entirely with our joy than with 
our sorrow, that we make parade of our riches, and conceal our poverty. Nothing is so 
mortifying1 as to be obliged to expose our distress to the view of the public, and to feel, 
that though our situation is open to the eyes of all mankind, no mortal conceives for us 
the half of what we suffer. Nay, it is chiefly from this regard to the sentiments of 
mankind, that we pursue riches and avoid poverty. For to what purpose is all the toil and 
bustle of this world? What is the end of avarice2 and ambition, of the pursuit of wealth, of 
power, and preeminence? Is it to supply the necessities of nature? The wages of the 
meanest labourer can supply them. We see that they afford him food and clothing, the 
comfort of a house, and of a family. If we examined his economy with rigour, we should 
find that he spends a great part of them upon conveniences, which may be regarded as 
superfluities, and that, upon extraordinary occasions, he can give something even to 
vanity and distinction.  
 
What then is the cause of our aversion3 to his situation, and why should those who have 
been educated in the higher ranks of life, regard it as worse than death, to be reduced to 
live, even without labour, upon the same simple fare with him, to dwell under the same 
lowly roof, and to be clothed in the same humble attire? Do they imagine that their 
stomach is better, or their sleep sounder in a palace than in a cottage? The contrary has 
been so often observed, and, indeed, is so very obvious, though it had never been 
observed, that there is nobody ignorant of it. 
 
From whence, then, arises that emulation which runs through all the different ranks of 
men, and what are the advantages which we propose by that great purpose of human life 
which we call bettering our condition? To be observed, to be attended to, to be taken 
notice of with sympathy, complacency, and approbation4, are all the advantages which 
we can propose to derive from it. It is the vanity, not the ease, or the pleasure, which 
interests us. 
 
But vanity is always founded upon the belief of our being the object of attention and 
approbation. The rich man glories in his riches, because he feels that they naturally draw 
upon him the attention of the world, and that mankind are disposed to go along with him 
in all those agreeable emotions with which the advantages of his situation so readily 
inspire him. At the thought of this, his heart seems to swell and dilate itself 
within him, and he is fonder of his wealth, upon this account, than for all the other 
advantages it procures him. The poor man, on the contrary, is ashamed of his poverty. He 
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feels that it either places him out of the sight of mankind, or, that if they take any notice 
of him, they have, however, scarce any fellow-feeling with the misery and distress which 
he suffers. He is mortified upon both accounts. For though to be overlooked, and 
to be disapproved of, are things entirely different, yet as obscurity covers us from the 
daylight of honour and approbation, to feel that we are taken no notice of, necessarily 
damps the most agreeable hope, and disappoints the most ardent desire, of human nature. 
The poor man goes out and comes in unheeded, and when in the midst of a crowd is in 
the same obscurity as if shut up in his own hovel. Those humble cares and painful 
attentions which occupy those in his situation, afford no amusement to the dissipated and 
the gay. They turn away their eyes from him, or if the extremity of his distress forces 
them to look at him, it is only to spurn so disagreeable an object from among them. The 
fortunate and the proud wonder at the insolence of human wretchedness, that it should 
dare to present itself before them, and with the loathsome aspect of its misery presume to 
disturb the serenity of their happiness. The man of rank and distinction, on the contrary, 
is observed by all the world. Every body is eager to look at him, and to conceive, at least 
by sympathy, that joy and exultation with which his circumstances naturally inspire him. 
His actions are the objects of the public care. Scarce a word, scarce a gesture, can fall 
from him that is altogether neglected. In a great assembly he is the person upon whom all 
direct their eyes; it is upon him that their passions seem all to wait with expectation, in 
order to receive that movement and direction which he shall impress upon them; and if 
his behaviour is not altogether absurd, he has, every moment, an opportunity of 
interesting mankind, and of rendering himself the object of the observation and fellow-
feeling of every body about him. It is this, which, notwithstanding the restraint it 
imposes, notwithstanding the loss of liberty with which it is attended, renders greatness 
the object of envy, and compensates, in the opinion of all those mortifications which must 
mankind, all that toil, all that anxiety, be undergone in the pursuit of it; and what is of yet 
more consequence, all that leisure, all that ease, all that careless security, which are 
forfeited for ever by the acquisition. 
 
When we consider the condition of the great, in those delusive colours in which the 
imagination is apt to paint it, it seems to be almost the abstract idea of a perfect and 
happy state. It is the very state which, in all our waking dreams and idle reveries, we had 
sketched out to ourselves as the final object of all our desires. We feel, therefore, a 
peculiar sympathy with the satisfaction of those who are in it. We favour all their 
inclinations, and forward all their wishes. What pity, we think, that any thing should spoil 
and corrupt so agreeable a situation! We could even wish them immortal; and it seems 
hard to us, that death should at last put an end to such perfect enjoyment. It is cruel, we 
think, in Nature to compel them from their exalted stations to that humble, but hospitable 
home, which she has provided for all her children. Great King, live for ever! is the 
compliment, which, after the manner of eastern adulation, we should readily make them, 
if experience did not teach us its absurdity. Every calamity that befalls them, every injury 
that is done them, excites in the breast of the spectator ten times more compassion and 
resentment than he would have felt, had the same things happened to other men. It is the 
misfortunes of Kings only which afford the proper subjects for tragedy. They resemble, 
in this respect, the misfortunes of lovers. 
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Upon this disposition of mankind, to go along with all the passions of the rich and the 
powerful, is founded the distinction of ranks, and the order of society….Human virtue is 
superior to pain, to poverty, to danger, and to death; nor does it even require its utmost 
efforts do despise them. But to have its misery exposed to insult and derision, to be led in 
triumph, to be set up for the hand of scorn to point at, is a situation in which its constancy 
is much more apt to fail. Compared with the contempt of mankind, all other external evils 
are easily supported.  
 
 
II. Of the corruption of our moral sentiments, which is occasioned by this disposition to admire the rich 

and the great, and to despise or neglect persons of poor and mean condition. 
 
    This disposition to admire, and almost to worship, the rich and the powerful, and to 
despise, or, at least, to neglect persons of poor and mean condition, though necessary 
both to establish and to maintain the distinction of ranks and the order of society, is, at 
the same time, the great and most universal cause of the corruption of our moral 
sentiments. That wealth and greatness are often regarded with the respect and admiration 
which are due only to wisdom and virtue; and that the contempt5, of which vice and folly 
are the only proper objects, is often most unjustly bestowed upon poverty and weakness, 
has been the complaint of moralists in all ages. 
 
We desire both to be respectable and to be respected. We dread both to be contemptible 
and to be contemned6. But, upon coming into the world, we soon find that wisdom and 
virtue are by no means the sole objects of respect; nor vice and folly, of contempt. We 
frequently see the respectful attentions of the world more strongly directed towards the 
rich and the great, than towards the wise and the virtuous. We see frequently the vices 
and follies of the powerful much less despised than the poverty and weakness of the 
innocent. To deserve, to acquire, and to enjoy the respect and admiration of mankind, are 
the great objects of ambition and emulation. 
  
The respect which we feel for wisdom and virtue is, no doubt, different from that which 
we conceive for wealth and greatness; and it requires no very nice discernment to 
distinguish the difference. But, notwithstanding this difference, those sentiments bear a 
very considerable resemblance to one another. In some particular features they are, no 
doubt, different, but, in the general air of the countenance, they seem to be so very 
nearly the same, that inattentive observers are very apt to mistake the one for the other. 
 
In equal degrees of merit there is scarce any man who does not respect more the rich and 
the great, than the poor and the humble. With most men the presumption and vanity of 
the former are much more admired, than the real and solid merit of the latter. It is scarce 
agreeable to good morals, or even to good language, perhaps, to say, that mere wealth 
and greatness, abstracted from merit and virtue, deserve our respect. We must 
acknowledge, however, that they almost constantly obtain it; and that they may, 
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therefore, be considered as, in some respects, the natural objects of it. Those exalted 
stations may, no doubt, be completely degraded by vice and folly. But the vice and folly 
must be very great, before they can operate this complete degradation. The profligacy of 
a man of fashion is looked upon with much less contempt and aversion, than that of a 
man of meaner condition. In the latter, a single transgression of the rules of temperance 
and propriety, is commonly more resented, than the constant and avowed contempt of 
them ever is in the former. 
  
It is from our disposition to admire, and consequently to imitate, the rich and the great, 
that they are enabled to set, or to lead what is called the fashion. Their dress is the 
fashionable dress; the language of their conversation, the fashionable style; their air and 
deportment, the fashionable behaviour. Even their vices and follies are fashionable; and 
the greater part of men are proud to imitate and resemble them in the very qualities which 
dishonour and degrade them. Vain men often give themselves airs of a fashionable 
profligacy7, which, in their hearts, they do not approve of, and of which, perhaps, they are 
really not guilty.  
 
To attain to this envied situation, the candidates for fortune too frequently abandon the 
paths of virtue; for unhappily, the road which leads to the one, and that which leads 
to the other, lie sometimes in very opposite directions. But the ambitious man flatters 
himself that, in the splendid situation to which he advances, he will have so many means 
of commanding the respect and admiration of mankind, and will be enabled to act 
with such superior propriety and grace, that the lustre of his future conduct will entirely 
cover, or efface, the foulness of the steps by which he arrived at that elevation. In many 
governments the candidates for the highest stations are above the law; and, if they can 
attain the object of their ambition, they have no fear of being called to account for the 
means by which they acquired it. They often endeavour, therefore, not only by 
fraud and falsehood, the ordinary and vulgar arts of intrigue and cabal8; but sometimes by 
the perpetration of the most enormous crimes, by murder and assassination, by rebellion 
and civil war, to supplant and destroy those who oppose or stand in the way of their 
greatness. They more frequently miscarry than succeed; and commonly gain nothing but 
the disgraceful punishment which is due to their crimes. But, though they should be so 
lucky as to attain that wished-for greatness, they are always most miserably disappointed 
in the happiness which they expect to enjoy in it. It is not ease or pleasure, but always 
honour, of one kind or another, though frequently an honour very ill understood, that 
the ambitious man really pursues.  
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