


Adam Smith and the Economy
of the Passions

The fertility of Adam Smith’s work stems from a paradoxical structure where
the pursuit of economic self-interest and wealth accumulation serve wider
social objectives. The incentive for this wealth accumulation comes from a
desire for social recognition or ‘sympathy’ – the need to recognise ourselves in
our peers – which is the primary incentive for moderating and transforming
our violent and egotistical passions. Adam Smith thus examines in detail the
subliminal emotional structure underlying market behaviour.

This new book by Professor Jan Horst Keppler presents an Adam Smith for
the twenty-first century, more sceptical, searching and daring than he has ever
been portrayed before. Without disputing its benefits, Professor Keppler’s ori-
ginal contribution explores the anarchic passions constantly threatening to
destroy all social bounds, and how the overarching ‘desire for love’ and social
recognition provides the Smithian individual with the incentive to transform
his unsocial passions into a desire for social advancement and economic wealth
with the view to gaining the vital approbation of his peers. One of the most
striking results of this new reading of Adam Smith is the latter’s insistence on
the primacy of exchange value over use value. In other words, the quest for
wealth is exclusively driven by the value it represents in the eyes of others
rather than by any value in individual use.

At a moment of crisis, where the link between ‘true’ economic values and
‘virtual’ financial values is more fragile than ever, Adam Smith’s work is a
profoundly contemporary reminder that in the absence of personal, ethical
groundings our economic actions are only grounded in the game of mirrors we
play with our peers. This book will be of interest to postgraduate students and
researchers in the History of Economics, or indeed any reader with an interest
in the psychological foundations of a market economy and its theoretical
representations as developed by Adam Smith.

Jan Horst Keppler is Professor of Economics at the University
Paris – Dauphine and Senior Researcher at PHARE Institute on the History
and Epistemology of Economics at the University Paris I Pantheon –
Sorbonne.
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