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The Invisible Hand
Adam Smith
As every individual... endeavours as much as he can both to employ his capital in the
support of domestic industry, and so to direct that industry that its produce may be of
the greatest value; every individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of
the society as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the
public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of
domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing
that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends
only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to
promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the
society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that
of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it. I have never
known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good.
The pleasures of wealth and greatness, when considered in this complex view, strike the
imagination as something grand, and beautiful, and noble, of which the attainment is
well worth all the toil and anxiety which we are so apt to bestow upon it.
And it is well that nature imposes upon us in this manner. It is this deception which
rouses and keeps in continual motion the industry of mankind. It is this which first
prompted them to cultivate the ground, to build houses, to found cities and
commonwealths, and to invent and improve all the sciences and arts, which ennoble and
embellish human life; which have entirely changed the whole face of the globe, have
turned the rude forests of nature into agreeable and fertile plains, and made the trackless
and barren ocean a new fund of subsistence, and the great high road of communication
to the different nations of the earth. The earth, by these labours of mankind, has been
obliged to redouble her natural fertility and to maintain a greater multitude of
inhabitants. It is to no purpose that the proud and unfeeling landlord views his extensive
fields, and without a thought for the wants of his brethren, in imagination consumes
himself the whole harvest that grows upon them. The homely and vulgar proverb, that
the eye is larger than the belly, never was more fully verified than with regard to him.
The capacity of his stomach bears no proportion to the immensity of his desires, and
will receive no more than that of the meanest peasant.
The rest he is obliged to distribute among those who prepare, in the nicest manner, that
little which he himself makes use of, among those who fit up the palace in which this
little is to be consumed, among those who provide and keep in order all the different
baubles and trinkets which are employed in the economy of greatness; all of whom thus
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derive from his luxury and caprice that share of the necessaries of life which they would
in vain have expected from his humanity or his justice. The produce of the soil
maintains at all times nearly that number of inhabitants which it is capable of
maintaining. The rich only select from the heap what is most precious and agreeable.
They consume little more than the poor; and in spite of their natural selfishness an
rapacity, though they mean only their own conveniency, though the sole end which they
propose from the labours of all the thousands whom they employ be the gratification of
their own vain and insatiable desires, they divide with the poor the produce of all their
improvements.
They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of the
necessaries of life which would have been made had the earth been divided into equal
portions among all its inhabitants; and thus, without intending it, without knowing it,
advance the interest of the society, and afford means to the multiplication of the species.
When providence divided the earth among a few lordly masters, it neither forgot nor
abandoned those who seemed to have been left out in the partition. These last, too,
enjoy their share of all that it produces. In what constitutes the real happiness of human
life, they are in no respect inferior to those who would seem so much above them. In
ease of body and peace of mind, all the different ranks of life are nearly upon a level,
and the beggar, who suns himself by the side of the highway, possesses that security
which kings are fighting for.
But though man is thus employed to alter that distribution of things which natural
events would make, if left to themselves; though like the gods of the poets he is perpetually interposing, by extraordinary means, in favour of virtue and in opposition to
vice, and, like them, endeavours to turn away the arrow that is aimed at the head of the
righteous, but to accelerate the sword of destruction that is lifted up against the wicked;
yet he is by no means able to render the fortune of either quite suitable to his own
sentiments and wishes. The natural course of things cannot be entirely controlled by the
impotent endeavours of man: the current is too rapid and too strong for him to stop it;
and though the rules which direct it appear to have been established for the wisest and
best purposes, they sometimes produce effects which shock all his natural sentiments.
That a great combination of men should prevail over a small one, that those who engage
in an enterprise with forethought and all necessary preparation, should prevail over such
as oppose them without any; and that every end should be acquired by those means only
which nature has established for acquiring it, seems to be a rule not only necessary and
unavoidable in itself, but even useful and proper for rousing the industry and attention
of mankind.

