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“The Benevolent Invisible Hand of Natural Liberty” 
 

An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations 

Adam Smith, 1776 

 

Every individual is continually exerting himself to find out the most 

advantageous employment for whatever capital he can command. It is his own 

advantage, indeed, and not that of the society, which he has in view. But the study of 

his own advantage, naturally, or rather necessarily, leads him to prefer that 

employment which is most advantageous to the society. . . . 

 

As every individual, therefore, endeavors 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 statesman who should attempt to direct private people in what manner they 

ought to employ their capitals, would not only load himself with a most unnecessary 

attention, but assume an authority which could safely be trusted, not only to no single 

person, but to no council or senate whatever, and which would nowhere be so 

dangerous as in the hands of a man who had folly and presumption enough to fancy 

himself fit to exercise it. . . . 

 




