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In this article I will focus on two questions: First, does the “invisible hand” 
metaphor contribute to understanding the commercial society? And second, does 
it help us cope with the tensions between self-love, interest, and benevolence? 
While trying to answer these questions, I will examine connotations that Adam 
Smith’s idea of “invisible hand” have had as well as his possible sources of 
inspiration for such choice of words. In the Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith 
implies that in the commercial society each participant seems to be concerned 
with his own self-love and interest. While in The Theory of Moral Sentiments we 
find him suggesting the crucial importance of the moral approbation bestowed 
through selfless acts of benevolence. This article argues that Smith’s invisible 
hand in the marketplace may bring together passions centered upon the self with 
passions centered upon others. By doing so this article contributes to smooth the 
allegedly differences of philosophy between Adam Smith’s two great books.1 

Introduction 
Adam Smith is among the most well-known thinkers in the history of humankind. 
At times it seems everybody presumes to know at least a little of his work.2 As 
Edwin West reminds us, some people and even some critics regard Adam Smith 
as simply “the classical ‘apologist’ of capitalism, the insensitive theorizer, the 
man who believed in the ‘survival of the fittest’ in a world dominated by the 
cash-nexus and ruthless warlike competition.”3

But as all who actually read him know, these descriptions are far from the truth. 
Adam Smith was rather concerned, as a professor of moral philosophy taught by 
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Francis Hutcheson should be, with finding the sources of the good. The experi-
ence of living in the intellectual atmosphere of the eighteenth century inspired 
him to search for the right balance of feelings and affections. He does not exclude 
any sentiment from his system of morals. As he once put it so clearly: “Virtue 
consists not in any one affection, but in the proper degree of all the affections.”4

The very first sentence of The Theory of Moral Sentiments (henceforth TMS) 
gives us an excellent introduction to his wider thesis: “How selfish soever man 
may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which inter-
est him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, 
though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.”5 In this sen-
tence, every word matters. Perhaps in a Scottish atmosphere too influenced by 
Mandeville, these were times when it was “supposed” that all men were simply 
selfish. But mere observation will help us discover that there is more than one 
principle of human nature. We also learn that “pleasure” matters and that the 
“happiness” of others interferes with our own. Our “interest” in others sets us 
in motion: someone else’s fortune is also important to us.

Nonetheless, to many readers, Adam Smith’s emphasis on the role of “inter-
est” sounded new in his second book, the Wealth of Nations (henceforth WN). 
There, Adam Smith discusses the advantages of what he calls “the simple system 
of natural liberty,” a situation in which each participant seems to be concerned 
with his particular interest. According to some readers, it was incoherent to 
write favorably of a moral bond aiming at benevolence in one book, and about 
the self-interested impulse for bread, beer, or butcher’s meat in the other book.

These difficulties explain why the so called Das Adam Smith Problem emerged 
slowly in Germany almost the day after the publication of WN. The problem 
survived the nineteenth century6 and remains “very much alive today.”7 For a 
number of commentators, the apparent incompatibility of the books meant that 
we should either discard Smith or accept the line of thought in WN because he 
must have preferred self-interest to sympathy in the wide spectrum of motiva-
tions for human action.8

My interpretation differs from these conclusions. Adam Smith was, after all, 
deeply interested in the relationship between morals, economic freedom, and 
the free and virtuous society. For him, these ideas were not mutually exclusive. 
Far from it. I will argue that his proposal for a new commercial society actually 
imparts a system of morals which emphasizes benevolence. The “invisible hand” 
metaphor may be an image (as if something invisible could give us an image) 
trying to capture part of these interconnections. 
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The Invisible Hand in the Wealth of Nations
The invisible hand is perhaps the most well-known and misrepresented expres-
sion of Smith’s works. Smith probably would not have guessed it would become 
known for describing the operations of a free market order. As it is only men-
tioned twice (or three times considering the one in his “History of Astronomy”), 
some have considered it merely “incidental to his scheme.”9

In the “History of Astronomy,” Smith explains just before the famous sen-
tence that only “irregular events of nature,” such as “thunder” or “lightning” 
were at first attributed to “invisible beings.”10 He meant that normal situations 
would eventually cease, by their regularity, to be explained by divine entities. 
“Fire burns, and water refreshes; heavy bodies descend, and lighter substances 
fly upwards, by the necessity of their own nature; nor was the invisible hand of 
Jupiter ever apprehended to be employed in those matters.”11 Smith was thought 
to be at Oxford when he wrote this passage, so this is likely the first time he used 
the concept.12 It is almost certainly different from the other two invisible hands, 
which do not belong to Jupiter. The regularities they inspire will be derived from 
human-handed activities rather than heavenly bodies.

It took more than one hundred years for readers to notice them in his writings: 
We could even argue that it was not until the middle of the twentieth century 
that the phrase was directly addressed in Samuelson’s book Economics: An 
Introductory Analysis13 as the pathway to an efficient equilibrium in perfectly 
competitive markets. Those involved in the Lange-Hayek debate on the efficiency 
between free markets and central planning had also probably heard about the 
invisible hand.

Muhammad Ylikoski argues that the invisible hand describes not only the 
market economy but also the working of natural science.14 Salim Rashid calls it 
the “directing hand of the Deity.”15 Jerry Evensky writes that the invisible hand 
is “the hand of the deity that designed the ‘oeconomy of nature.’”16 Others like 
Raphael and Kristol have underlined precisely the opposite: the invisible hand 
is an artefact to conceal the lack of religious convictions.17 That Smith was more 
than a skeptic, and probably as atheistic as David Hume, is argued by Pack,18 
according to whom the hand is a secular device. 

The invisible hand has accumulated probably millions of adjectives and broad 
meanings.19 I can only name but a few. Some people say the “invisible” aspect 
refers to gentleness.20 Others say it is “wise” and “far reaching.”21 It’s a light 
touch in the right direction. But it can be also “the dead hand”22 or the “grabbing 
hand,”23 even for those unopposed to free markets. Those who do oppose free 
markets describe it, for example, as a “backhand” or a “trembling” hand. In the 
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same vein, others claim it to be “amputated”24 or simply “palsied.”25 On this side 
of the quarrel, even when perfectly functional, this hand can be “bloody”26 or an 
“iron fist of competition.”27

For those who interpret it as a pro-market device, like George W. Bush, 
the hand “improves the lives of people” as contrasted with “the government’s 
invisible foot [that] tramples on people’s hopes and destroys their dreams.”28 
Government here is compared to a foot treading on what a private people’s 
hands built to improve their lives. And a foot would always lack the handiness 
of a hand. The dexterity of our fingers is far superior to our toes’ abilities. The 
hand is spry and somewhat elastic. It can adjust quickly. It may try to create and 
produce whatever our mind is thinking.

For Milton Friedman, for example, Smith’s unseen hand represents the “power 
of the market [to] produce our food, our clothing, our housing”29 and also serves 
as a scheme of coordination “without central direction.”30 Economists in this 
school describe its “astonishing capacity to handle a coordination problem of 
truly enormous proportions.”31 For Jon Elster, the invisible hand “shapes human 
affairs,” but by producing unintended consequences, or “externalities.”32 Oswald 
argues that there is a rationality to its final outcomes.33 The invisible hand is 
invisible to the extent that it allows the coordination of unseen features of the 
commercial society, such as the relative scarcity of a supplied good in relation 
to a consumer’s willingness to pay.

It is possible to argue that some subjects like biology and medicine, which were 
developing during Smith’s lifetime, used the word invisible to represent the theme 
of modern science. Science would entail the study of relations between elements 
we cannot see with our bare eyes.34 If this is true, the term signifies a passage 
from rudimentary knowledge to the advent of a serious science of economics.

The invisible hand works by coordinating intertwining interests, and appears 
to clash with Smith’s desire to incorporate benevolence into human motivation. 
But as Milton Friedman argues, this regard for our own interest turns out, for 
Smith, to be more successful in the field of benevolence than government ac-
tions. “The invisible hand of the market was far more effective than the visible 
hand of government in mobilizing, not only material resources for immediate 
self-seeking ends, but also sympathy for unselfish charitable ends.”35 As with 
benevolence, self-interest also contrasts fundamentally and absolutely with any 
possible government initiative. It is not possible to extract it by force. Conversely, 
self-interest is so strong a passion, so deeply embedded in humans and inculcated 
by nature, that it becomes extremely difficult or impossible to steer. 

While the concept of interest seems to describe an individualist motivation, 
the idea of “sympathy” in TMS describes almost the contrary. When we break it 
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down, however, self-interested behaviour is not simply selfishness and sympathy 
is not simply benevolence. For Smith, these concepts were not separated into 
water-tight compartments. The relationship between different kinds of affections 
was an integral part of his overall scheme. While David Hume concluded that 
kindness tends to overbalance selfish motivations, Smith did not.

Smith also departed from his teacher Francis Hutcheson, whose ideas, though 
moderate in this regard, could not ascribe a bold moral value to self-love. But 
Smith did pick up from Hutcheson the basic importance of moral values within 
economic inquiry. Hutcheson thought that benevolence and self-love struggle 
against each other in a tug-of-war, but ultimately benevolence wins because it 
is the real end of all human action.

Where Smith departs from Hutcheson, he becomes more inclined toward 
Joseph Butler’s Sermons and the dissertation Of the Nature of Virtue.36 Butler 
also includes interest in his moral philosophy, and believes that humanity com-
mands a wide variety of principles rather than a single one, be it benevolence 
or any other force of “gravity.” Indeed, in his preface to the Sermons, Butler 
writes a passage from which Smith seems to derive much of his own thoughts:

If the observation be true, it follows, that self-love and benevolence, virtue 
and interest, are not to be opposed, but only to be distinguished from each 
other; in the same way as virtue and any other particular affection, love of 
arts, suppose, are to be distinguished. Every thing is what it is, and not another 
thing. The goodness or badness of actions does not arise from hence, that 
the epithet, interested or disinterested, may be applied to them, any more 
than that any other indifferent epithet.… Or in other words, we may judge 
and determine, that an action is morally good or evil, before we so much 
as consider, whether it be interested or disinterested. This consideration no 
more comes in to determine whether an action be virtuous, than to determine 
whether it be resentful. Self-love in its due degree is as just and morally 
good, as any affection whatever.37

Butler believed that self-love could be a good thing if properly constrained, for 
example, by human conscience. Self-love is a very “general desire” whose re-
lationship to benevolence cannot be described by mere opposition. As Eugene 
Heath defines Butler’s position, “self-love is a general desire for one’s own 
happiness, not a passion with an intentional orientation to particular objects.”38 
There is no reason not to love the self. Moreover, self-love can be virtuous if it 
coincides with actions that benefit others.

Perhaps most importantly, he argues that benevolence is “no more disinterested 
than particular passions.”39 If someone insists that an action is “interested,” it is 
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irrelevant for Butler. An action can be evil and yet disinterested: “Benevolence 
towards particular persons may be to a degree of weakness, and so be blamable: 
and disinterestedness is so far from being in itself commendable, that the utmost 
possible depravity which we can in imagination conceive, is that of disinterested 
cruelty.”40 Ultimately, self-love, benevolence, and interest are not commendable 
or reprehensible on face value. Sometimes some forms of “interest” can be good 
and some forms of “disinterest” can be bad. For Butler, we cannot judge the 
morality of an action by looking at these terms alone. The morality of an action 
exists before it is evaluated.

Unconsciously or not, Smith echoes Butler in the Second Chapter of Book IV 
in WN, precisely where the “invisible hand” appears. They were both working 
on the idea that some self-interested actions could have an unintended positive 
impact on others, allaying the tensions between self-love and benevolence.

Let us draw our attention to Smith’s key passage: “every individual neces-
sarily labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as he can. He 
generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the publick interest, nor knows how 
much he is promoting it.… [H]e 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.”41 The difference between Smith and Butler lies in Butler’s 
attributing the same effect to another invisible, yet more defined leadership. 
Butler’s reasoning in 1726, half a century earlier, tells us,

It may be added, that as persons without any conviction from reason of the 
desirableness of life, would yet of course preserve it merely from the ap-
petite of hunger; so by acting merely from regard (suppose) to reputation, 
without any consideration of the good of others, men often contribute to 
public good. In both these instances they are plainly instruments in the hands 
of another, in the hands of Providence, to carry on ends, the preservation 
of the individual and good of society, which they themselves have not in 
their view or intention.42

Both Butler and Smith were already separating intentions from outcomes. 
Each of them do it precisely at the point where they are referring to the functions 
of these hands. They alluded to what Friedrich Hayek in the twentieth century 
called “spontaneous order,” the complex coordination of information arising 
from human interaction rather than a central authority. For Hayek, two prominent 
examples of spontaneous order were the price system and language itself. Smith 
also thought that language was a good example of how human action creates 
rules and results without anyone’s intention or design. 
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Smith’s contemporary Adam Ferguson had similar ideas, describing “forms 
of society” that arise without a “single projector.” We owe to Ferguson43 the 
expression the results of human action but not human design, which Hayek 
reinterpreted and promoted in his own twentieth-century debates. In Ferguson’s 
original description of this idea in his Essay on the History of Civil Society, we 
can read,

Like the winds that come we know not whence, and blow whithersoever they 
list, the forms of society are derived from an obscure and distant origin; they 
arise, long before the date of philosophy, from the instincts, not from the 
speculations of men. The crowd of mankind, are directed in their establish-
ments and measures, by the circumstances in which they are placed; and 
seldom are turned from their way, to follow the plan of any single projector. 
Every step and every movement of the multitude, even in what are termed 
enlightened ages, are made with equal blindness to the future; and nations 
stumble upon establishments, which are indeed the result of human action, 
but not the execution of any human design.44

The Invisible Hand in the Theory of Moral Sentiments
The first ever mention of the “invisible hand” happens in the middle of TMS. 
Smith takes his inspiration from an unexpected author: Jean Jacques Rousseau. 
The dawn of the commercial society is of crucial importance for these thinkers 
and serves as the basis for some additional concerns.

We can find important similarities between Rousseau’s Discourse on the 
Origin of Inequality and Smith’s TMS. They would probably agree on the fact 
that the satisfaction of natural needs occurred easily in the commercial era. They 
both knew that commerce was founded on persuasion. They also understood that 
persuading someone to trade is a way of appealing to her self-love.

Smith departs from Rousseau when he observes “that the demand for vanities 
increases as societies get wealthier.”45 We are keen to move on from demand-
ing food to demanding superficial objects as soon as our welfare allows it. WN 
leaves us many examples of these demand shifts towards less basic goods or 
even luxuries.46 Smith sees this as a positive development.

In the commercial era, we can easily satisfy our basic needs: “The wages of 
the meanest labourer can supply them.”47 In our society, then, material goods are 
not meant to address our physical needs, but rather types of satisfaction. What we 
ultimately seek is to be admired by others. Our desire “to better our condition” 
is how we acquire those ends:
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The desire of becoming the proper objects of this respect, of deserving and 
obtaining this credit and rank among our equals, is, perhaps, the stronger 
of all our desires, and our anxiety to obtain the advantages of fortune is 
accordingly much more excited and irritated by this desire, than by that 
of supplying all the necessities and conveniencies of the body, which are 
always very easily supplied.48

These desires reflect Smith’s idea of virtue: We want praise because we ascribe 
value to praiseworthiness. Contrary to Rousseau,49 for whom the disposition 
to seek approval is linked to a “real indifference for good and evil,” for Smith, 
“Man … desires, not only to be praised, but praiseworthiness; or to be that thing 
which, though it should be praised by nobody, is, however, the natural and proper 
object of praise.”50 

What Smith is saying is that we are only capable of conceiving the idea of 
praise because there must be actions that we consider really praiseworthy. Love 
of praise, then, “is but a derivative manifestation of a more fundamental desire, 
love of praiseworthiness.”51 This contrasts with Hutcheson, who considered 
truly virtuous action to be pure or completely disinterested. For Smith, this could 
not be true. It is actually possible to be virtuous while acting from self-interest:

Regard to our private happiness and interest, too, appear upon many occa-
sions very laudable principles of action. The habits of oeconomy, industry, 
discretion, attention, and application of thought, are generally supposed to 
be cultivated from self-interested motives, and at the same time are appre-
hended to be very praise-worthy qualities, which deserve the esteem and 
approbation of every body.52

Man does not simply work for bread, beer, or butcher’s meat; he works foremost 
in order to be seen favorably by others, that is, to entice their sympathy. The rich 
get the attention of the world, the poor gets despised. But there is still another 
“third” reason that Milton Myers53 helpfully pointed out: design and harmony. 
We want “the order, the regular and harmonious movement of the system, the 
machine or oeconomy by means of which it is produced. The pleasures of wealth 
and greatness, when considered in this complex view, strike the imagination as 
something grand and beautiful and noble.”54 From Smith’s point of view, the 
commercial society can be praised for being well-ordered and harmonious. He 
writes that the differences of wealth and rank among men are by themselves 
necessary for prosperity and good order, through a “disposition” of mankind “to 
go along” with the passions of the rich.55
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The invisible hand is part of the process for some of these balances and order. 
Differences in wealth are easily seen by everybody whereas differences in virtue 
can be invisible. The poor’s aspiration for bettering their condition is nurtured 
by observing in society people in a much better condition as well as by thinking 
they must be happier.

Smith suggests that amongst the lower ranks of society good behaviour and 
propriety seldom fail to generate some form of material improvement. Striving to 
become richer is proper for the sake of this order and harmony because it makes 
us aware of the need to accommodate other people’s feelings.56 We may force 
ourselves to be industrious, to work harder and in doing so adjust the pitch of 
our passions to level with others. Only trying to achieve great wealth may be a 
source of moral corruption. 

Smith discusses the extreme toil and hard labour of the “poor’s man son”57 to 
emphatically criticize the corruption produced by luxury and great wealth. While 
doing so, he praises poverty and virtue.58 The phrase in the following quote, 
where Smith insists that “the poor” courts the great and the rich whom he hates, 
is almost the simplest translation of a phrase from Rousseau’s Discourse: “For 
this purpose he makes his court to all mankind; he serves those whom he hates, 
and is obsequious to those whom he despises.”59 Rousseau’s civilized man, then, 
is similar to Smith’s poor man’s son. They both get “no real satisfaction” in their 
extreme dependence on the “rich.”

Smith also agrees with Rousseau when he defines the activity of the rich as 
“rapacity,”60 precisely where the latter wrote “rapines.”61 But the similarities 
end there. For Rousseau, the rich will try to subdue their neighbours since their 
ambition for dominance has no limits. For Smith, the rich are led by an “invisible 
hand” to promote an end that was not their intention. Both rich and poor get the 
sense of enjoyment that Rousseau argues is impossible in a civilized society. In 
both cases the “hand of the rich” distorts the satisfaction that was felt by both 
the savage in the state of nature and the poor man’s son. Rousseau’s hand of the 
rich, in this passage, is the cause of all our problems:

They [the poor] saw everything change around them, they remained still 
the same, were obliged to receive their subsistence, or steal it, from the 
hand of the rich; and this soon bred, according to their different characters, 
dominion and slavery, or violence and rapine. The wealthy, on their part, 
had no sooner begun to taste the pleasure of command, than they disdained 
all others, and, using their old slaves to acquire new, thought of nothing 
but subduing and enslaving their neighbours; like ravenous wolves, which, 
having once tasted human flesh, despise every other food and thenceforth 



226

Orlando Samões

seek only men to devour. Thus, as the most powerful or the most miser-
able considered their might or misery as a kind of right to the possessions 
of others, equivalent, in their opinion, to that of property, the destruction 
of equality was attended by the most terrible disorders. Usurpations by the 
rich, robbery by the poor, and the unbridled passions of both, suppressed the 
cries of natural compassion and the still feeble voice of justice, and filled 
men with avarice, ambition and vice.62

But Rousseau seems to contrast this hand with a “gracious hand,” which, by 
“correcting our institutions, and giving them an immovable basis, has prevented 
those disorders which would otherwise have arisen from them, and caused our 
happiness to come from those very sources which seemed likely to involve us 
in misery.”63 This “gracious hand” seems to be very different from the other and 
it appears in the beginning of his article. But hence we see how both Rousseau 
and Smith describe two consequences from a “hand” at work when talking about 
the inequality between rich and poor.

We can easily argue that Smith’s invisible hand is also the hand of the rich. 
His famous expression stands out from a paragraph that starts to define “the 
rich” and in that sense it implies to be their hand. Smith seems to write this with 
Rousseau’s remarks on the same topic in mind because both paragraphs have a 
similar structure. But where Rousseau hardly sees a “gracious” hand “which has 
prevented disorders,” Smith seems to add a hand even more “gracious,” gentle 
like thin air. Only Adam Smith seemed to see it at the time. This hand is real, 
and it is working, but disappears from sight. Only its outcomes are going to be 
visible. Yet these are to be seen in the future only. In the short run, anyone can 
see the visible hand of rapacity (of the rich). But this one hand has a rebound 
effect in the second, invisible hand. We can compare the two impacts and reread 
Smith’s theory at its peak:

The produce of the soil maintains at all times nearly that number of inhabit-
ants 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 and 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.64
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Smith’s response to Rousseau could hardly be more significant: rich and poor 
get more or less the same access to the joy of security as a result of the work-
ings of another hand that Rousseau did not see. Adam Smith had better sight 
than Rousseau.

For Smith, they are “nearly upon a level,” and if some imbalance is found it 
functions in favor of the poor, as the rich will still have the trouble of “fighting 
for” security by exposing themselves to the risks of conflict with their neigh-
bors. They live in constant anxiety because their great wealth may be destroyed 
altogether by a simple distraction. Yet they retain and enjoy the attention of the 
people around them. Rousseau and Smith could not be further apart here: Smith’s 
commercial society will give satisfaction to all. For Rousseau, to none. But if 
we look closer at Smith’s last line, we find that if anyone is to feel better off, it 
is the beggar in the street. For Smith, kings are still fighting to get the beggar’s 
ease and satisfaction under the sun.

This complementarity may help us explain Smith’s second invisible hand in 
WN. There, the invisible hand is precisely what makes everyone’s self-interest 
good for the whole. The invisible hand causes the self-interested industrialist to 
support the domestic industry by pursuing his self-interest alone. The industrial-
ist’s self-interest is the domestic industry’s interest: the invisible hand combines 
the two. 

The moment he does not follow his self-interest and speaks from the stand-
point of the public interest, he asks for protective measures (political measures 
for his own broad interest, so to speak). These measures are only possible by 
rational design and ultimately uphold a partial interest set in absolute contrast 
to the common good. Protective measures are not “Natural” in the sense that 
Smith uses the term.

If the merchant alluded to is said to be thinking about the public interest and 
not just his self-interest, he acts in favour of a particular interest in society: his 
own. This is a paradox: If you think about your interest, you benefit everyone. If 
you say you think about everyone’s interest, you only benefit your own interests. 
This is the outcome of a tension between intentionality and efficiency.

For Smith, those who preach good intentions are only whining. Those who 
direct their self-interest to a fruitful activity instead will uplift the standards of 
living for everyone. This means that the industrialist promotes the public good 
with competence if restricted to self-interest in a narrow sense: “By pursuing 
his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than 
when he really intends to promote it.”65

The invisible hand promotes opulence for all and lifts the conditions of the poor 
efficiently. This is the history of the industrial revolution, or in Smith’s words, 
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the effects of frugality and parsimony in advancing the overall level of capital. 
Michael Novak called this progress the “transformation.” The invisible hand 
helped change people’s perceptions of business as a part of human progress. 
Novak believed that both David Hume and Adam Smith were responsible for 
what he called “the great moral transformation in Western ethical reality—a 
transformation, they thought, for the better, especially from the viewpoint of 
ordinary people and the poor.”66

Conclusion
The marketplace, in a commercial society, is the process by which we overcome 
the tension between a self-centered action and a selfless one. The action of trad-
ing butcher’s meat does not focus on a single end because both ends are enriched 
in the exchange. The market constantly overcomes the moral dilemma between 
self-oriented and other-oriented action. In the moment of trade, as two objects 
change hands, each partner imagines momentarily what it would be like in the 
other’s place. By doing so she is forced to look beyond her emotions and to see 
the event from the other’s perspective.

In the market place, each one is forced to evaluate every action from the side 
of the other. It is the self-love, yet of the other, that we indulge. The two positions 
involved in trading are not opposed because for each one the point of view of 
the other is considered. Thus, WN does not really need to use moral expressions. 
Trading in the market seems to stimulate our moral sentiments.

In TMS, the impartial spectator would require that in the moment of trade 
an almost disinterested party suggests the terms of the deal. But the impartial 
spectator also understands the preference each person has for herself. He only 
asks us to temper our other passions so that we can imagine ourselves from the 
outside, suggesting that we could, by the increased distance, judge the event 
with more reasonableness and propriety. This distance increases focus. Smith 
even says the impartial spectator is like a “looking-glass,” placing the actions 
where we can see them better. Many authors see a triangular approach in TMS 
whereby an actor acts, a viewer reacts, and the impartial spectator judges. In 
this approach, the impartial spectator is a middle ground between two impulses 
or sentiments. To the extent that the impartial spectator compromises between 
contradictory passions, this is true.

But this is not the whole case in WN, where Smith goes much further. When 
trading, it is insufficient to imagine an external perspective. Natural liberty not 
only presupposes moral sentiments but also demands a great degree of benevo-
lence. Let us not forget that benevolence is the virtue by which our own self-love 
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is reduced for the sake of someone else. In WN, we are not simply requested to 
correct the strongest impulses of our self-love. According to Smith, the market-
place entails the complete change of perspectives. In TMS, I judge any action 
or conduct by bringing it to my “home.” In WN, I judge my actions by bringing 
them to the other’s “home.” Thus, by forcing ourselves to bring any case back 
to the other person’s self-love, WN requires almost complete benevolence. It 
is their self-love that matters to me. Nevertheless, since benevolence is a mere 
“feeble spark,” its firepower comes from the strength of interests. WN’s concern 
for our self-love lit up TMS’s sparks of benevolence.

It is possible to criticize this model by saying that one partner in this trade 
might be more needy than the other. The sense of despair at one end could tilt 
this balance and allow one of the partners not to engage in such moral exercise. 
Though this could always be true in isolated situations it turns out to be less 
true as the scope of the market increases. The impartial spectator is ultimately 
the measure of mankind and by trading repeatedly and constantly the terms of 
the exchange will approach normal market conditions. This model is the one 
described in WN. By increasing the number of participants in markets through 
free trade, the message in WN approaches that of TMS.

What is more interesting, meanwhile, is that WN becomes more complementary 
to TMS precisely by expanding markets. It is the free market that forces each 
individual to think as if she were in the other’s shoes. In a closed market the 
interest and self-love of each person does not lead to an apparatus of benevolence 
and mutual gain. In this situation WN is not compatible with TMS.

As markets become more central in our lives, we grow more accustomed to 
their functioning. Situations of despair tend to disappear. It is easy to check if 
someone’s self-love is pitching higher than it should. By looking to buy elsewhere, 
we force the former to tune down his passions. Just as the impartial spectator is 
no one in particular in TMS, the market price reached through this interaction 
is not made by anyone in particular in WN. The impartial spectator applied to 
economics resembles the price mechanism.

A particularly important point for Smith is that as markets get freer, there 
will be less room for selfishness. Merchants can be self-centered in restricted 
markets where only a small number of agents are allowed to play. The merchant’s 
selfishness is thwarted, however, if we allow buyers to make their purchase 
elsewhere, and it will be further undermined if we render the market completely 
free and open. Free markets are compatible with the set of morals envisaged in 
TMS. Market competition ushers in the procedures by which we curb the wrong 
impulses. For Smith, the “simple” system of natural liberty fully encapsulates 
the moral sentiments.
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As we approach the end of this article, let us recall our main research ques-
tions: Does the “invisible hand” metaphor contribute to our understanding of 
the commercial society and does it help us cope with the tensions between self-
interest and benevolence?

Adam Smith’s idea of the invisible hand embraces Hutcheson’s idea of be-
nevolence in its charitable capacity to lift up the conditions of the people without 
forgetting Bishop Butler’s idea of self-love, whose “hands of providence” seems 
to generate positive unintended consequences for the public despite stemming 
from private self-interest. The two hands we cannot see could be the coordinat-
ing forces of the market. 

Market interactions allow ties of virtue to emerge by focusing our passions 
on the other without forgetting those focused on ourselves. The invisible hands 
combine beneficent motivations with proper degrees of personal interest, pride, 
and worthiness. As a result, the simple system depicted as his proposal for the 
new commercial society imparts a system of morals that emphasizes benevolence 
without forgetting self-love or interest. 

By improving the conditions of the poor, the system of natural liberty could 
not be indicted from the moral point of view in TMS. Luxuries were becoming 
accessible to great masses of people. It would not be a stretch to suggest that 
an invisible force was lurking behind the scenes. Perhaps a hand was not the 
best metaphor, as it can sound too human and too intentional for something as 
spontaneous as markets. But even so, if we say we can reach equilibrium from 
something unseen, this will sound too abstract.

So let us retain the useful metaphor. Smith shows us a synchronized concert 
of benevolence and self-love in which nobody needs to see the conductor’s hand. 
We act as if we see a finger coordinating all of our activities, but what we follow 
is our own self-love, and while doing so we find the harmony of benevolence.
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of Rodney Stark and Robert Royal, the latter of whom later attended some of our 
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It is therefore with great enthusiasm that I recall what brought me here. The theme 
of this article is the “invisible hand.” I have chosen this topic after considering the 
many other—and probably equally good—alternatives.

Michael Novak himself is a most distinguished author who worked with the 
utmost elegance on the connections between the core ethics of a free society and 
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