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Introduction
Smith had no ‘theory’ of invisible hands and he used the words only three times and showed no inclination to treat them as anything more than an isolated metaphor.  Significantly, he gave it no role in his theory of competitive markets  
The ‘invisible hand’ appears once in his History of Astronomy,
 referring to pagan superstition about invisible gods; once in Moral Sentiments,
 referring to feudal lords divvying up their surplus produce among retainers and serfs roughly the same as would be distributed if the land had been divided equally; and once in Wealth Of Nations,
 referring to risk aversion incentivising merchants to act circumspectly and, unknowingly, benefiting society. 
Three leading economists lauded his metaphor, describing it variously as: ‘The profoundest observation of Smith’; ‘surely the most important contribution [of] economic thought’; and ‘one of the great ideas of history and one of the most influential’.
  How did Smith’s casual metaphor achieve such high status when neither he nor contemporary readers noticed it?
It’s called Smith’s metaphor, but he didn’t invent it.  Scholars 
 report many prior references to ‘invisible hands’, showing substantial prior use of it:
●
Homer (Iliad, 720 BC) 
 

●
Horace (65-8 BC), Ovid (Metamorphoses, 8 AD);

●
Lactantius (De divinio praemio, c.250-325) ;

●
Augustine, 354-430, “God’s ‘hand’ is his power, which moves visible 
things by invisible means’ (Concerning the City of God, xii, 24);

●
Shakespeare, ‘Thy Bloody and Invisible Hand’, (Macbeth, 2.3; 1605);

●
Daniel Defoe, ‘A sudden Blow from an almost invisible Hand, blasted 
all my Happiness’, in Moll Flanders (1722); ‘it has all been brought to 
pass by an invisible hand’ (Colonel Jack, 1723); 
 

●
Nicolas Lenglet Dufesnoy said that an “invisible hand” has power over 
“what happens under our eyes”;
 

 ●
Charles Rollin (1661-1741), whom Pierre Force describes as ‘very well 
known in English and Scottish Universities’, said of the military 
successes of Israeli Kings “the rapidity of their consequences ought to 
have enabled them to discern the invisible hand which conducted 
them”;
  
●
Charles Bonnet (whom Smith befriended in Geneva in 1765) wrote of 
the economy of the animal: “It is led towards its end by an invisible 
hand”;

●
Jean-Baptiste Robinet (a translator of Hume) refers to fresh water as 
“those basins of mineral water, prepared by an invisible hand”.

●
Voltaire (1694-1178) in Oedipe (1718) writes: “Tremble, unfortunate 
King, an invisible hand suspends above your head’; and ‘an invisible 
hand pushed away my presents’;

The invisible hand was hardly remarked upon after his death in 1790, until assumptions about its role slipped into the mainstream almost unnoticed.
  Among the few exceptions were Karen Vaughan and Emma Rothschild.

Smith, discussing how Shakespeare used metaphors, described them as a ‘figure of speech’ in which ‘there must be an allusion betwixt one object and an other’, and that a metaphor can have ‘beauty’ if it ‘is so adapted that it gives due strength of expression to the object to be described and at the same time does this in a more striking and interesting manner’.
  A metaphor is representative; it is not identical to its object. 

The invisible hand in the ‘History of Astronomy’
Smith, in his ‘intended juvenile’ History of Astronomy, published posthumously in 1795,
mentions the Roman god, Jupiter, and his invisible hand, which protected the Emperor with thunder bolts.
  For religious believers, the invisible hand was not a metaphor at all.

The essay explains why mankind had ‘little curiosity’ in ‘the first ages of society’.  A ‘savage, whose subsistence is precarious and is exposed to the rudest of dangers, has no inclination to amuse himself with searching out what seems to serve no other purpose than to render the theatre of nature a more connected spectacle to his imagination.’  As those ‘appearances terrify him, he is disposed to believe everything which renders them still more terrifying’;
 ignorance fosters paranoia.

Smith’s explanations on the origins of pagan religions explains his remark about ‘the invisible hand of Jupiter,’ with absolutely no pretence that he refers to anything other than an imaginary object in the frightened minds of ignorant people.

‘For it may be observed, that in all Polytheistic religions, among savages, as well as in the early ages of Heathen antiquity, it is the irregular events of nature only that are ascribed to the agency and power of their gods.   Fire burns and water refreshes; heavenly bodies descend, and light 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.’ 

Like natural science explains the rainbow without taking anything away from our admiration of its raw beauty, Smith analysed the ‘connecting chain of intermediate events’ that fills ‘the interval betwixt them’ in the ‘ordinary course of things’, and while the philosopher lost his ‘wonder’, he gained his ‘admiration’ of the ‘beauty’ of ‘eclipses of the sun and moon’, which once ‘excited the terror and amazement of mankind’. 

‘Philosophy,’ he asserted ‘is the science of the connecting principles of nature’
 and like the artisan who ‘has been for many years familiar with the consequences of all the operations of his art’ and ‘feels no such interval’ between the ‘connecting principles’ of his trade, the philosopher is able, ‘by representing the invisible chains’ that ‘introduce order into this chaos of jarring discordant appearances’, to allay his ‘tumult of the imaginations, and to restore it, when it surveys the great revolutions of the universe [and in commerce: when it reveals ‘so beautiful and so orderly a machine’
] to the tone of tranquillity and composure, which is both agreeable in itself, and most suitable to its nature’. 
 

Moral Sentiments and the Invisible Hand

In Moral Sentiments and Wealth Of Nations the ‘invisible hand’ metaphor was a useful literary support of his explanations of the ‘connecting chain of events’ linking personal motivations to their unintended consequences.  
Feudal lords, Smith wrote, ‘are led by an invisible hand’,
 as are undertakers, anxious not to be separated from their capital,
 and he writes this without the slightest hint that a real invisible entity was involved.  In Moral Sentiments on the one occasion when Smith refers to ‘an invisible hand’, he reveals what he was about when he did so,
 despite some scholars detecting theology in Smith’s language that purport to show that he was, if not a Christian, at least a Deist.
  
Smith acknowledges philosophers before him recognised utility was a ‘principal’ source of beauty, specifically citing David Hume’s definition that the ‘utility of any object … pleases the master [owner] by perpetually suggesting to him the pleasure of conveniency which it is fitted to promote.’  Smith agrees that beauty is closely bound with admiration for an artefact’s ‘fitness for purpose’.  

Smith observed that ‘any production of art, should often be more valued, than the very end for which it is unintended’.
  He found it highly significant that people were more interested in ‘the perfection of the machine that serves to attain’ some end, than they were in the end itself. By ‘art’, as understood in the 18th century, Smith was not referring to ‘works of art’ (sculpture or painting), but to the ‘art’ (skill, knowledge) of making any mechanical or manufactured item, or useful piece of knowledge that serves a purpose, which can be appreciated today by consulting popular contemporary encyclopaedias, 
 and noticing the number of popular societies during the Enlightenment for the study of ‘arts’, i.e., agricultural improvement and manufactured contrivances. 
Smith describes the tragedy the ‘poor man’s son, whom heaven in its anger has visited with ambition’, which causes him to devote himself ‘for ever to the pursuit of wealth and greatness’ and to sacrifice the ‘real tranquillity that is at all times in his power’.   The rich were admired not so much for their ‘superior ease or pleasure which they are supposed to enjoy’ as they were for their possession of ‘numberless artificial and elegant contrivances for promoting this ease or pleasure.’  Nobody imagined that the rich were really happier than others, but they did imagine that the rich ‘possess more means of happiness’.

When the poor man’s son reaches old age, ‘reduced either by spleen or disease’ he ‘curses ambition’ and ‘vainly regrets’ giving up ‘foolishly’ the ‘pleasures and ease’ of his youth for what he acquired in pursuit of happiness. He realises too that power and riches are ‘enormous and operose machines contrived to produce a few trifling conveniences to the body’ and in his melancholy elaboration of this ‘splenetic philosophy’ he suffers ‘sickness and low spirits’. However, in happier times ‘of ease and prosperity’, before low spirits sets in, his ambition and optimism is transformed into admiration of the beauty of ‘the palaces and œconomy of the great’ because he believes that everything in them is ‘adapted to promote their ease, to prevent their wants, to gratify their wishes, and to amuse and entertain their most frivolous desires.’
  It is only later as a rich man that he realises that his happiness is ephemeral, lacking the satisfaction he strove for, and not worth the anxiety, fear and sorrow to which he was exposed while acquiring his riches.
   These contrasting perspectives run right through society, reaching all levels, affecting individuals in all stages of the delusion. 
Smith turns the direction of his argument from these deceptions to the role that the striving in pursuit of such mirages means for society.  For society’s sake, he assures us, it is well that these ‘deceptions’ are widespread, because they ‘rouse and keep in 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 the arts, which ennoble and embellish human life; which have entirely changed the whole face of the globe, have turned the rude forests into agreeable and fertile plains, and make the trackless and barren ocean a new fund of subsistence, and the great high road of communication to the different nations of the earth.’ 

These delusions, for example, affect the ‘proud and unfeeling landlord’, who views his extensive fields without a thought for the wants of his brethren.  When looking at his fields and the harvest growing on them, you can almost hear him thinking: ‘Mine! All Mine!’  Yet, he could not consume anything near what he sees before him because ‘the capacity of his stomach bears no proportion to the immensity of his desires’.  The rich landlord has no choice but to dispose of the surplus above his own, even extravagant, desires in some manner, because he can do no other,
 but distribute the surplus among those who:

a) prepare ‘in the nicest manner’ that ‘little which he himself makes use of’;

b) ‘fit up the palace in which this little is to be consumed’;

c) ‘provide and keep in order all the baubles and trinkets’ employed ‘in the
     œconomy of greatness’;

d) ‘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 last group of people are not just the largest group; they are of particular interest to Smith’s moral judgments, namely the labourers who toil in the landlord’s fields for his wealth and their subsistence.  The landlord’s ‘natural selfishness and rapacity’ serves his own ‘conveniency’ and the ‘gratification’ of this own ‘vain and insatiable desires’. Because the landlord does not labour, he hires landless labourers to do that for him, or he rents fields to tenants who deliver the bulk of the seasonal produce to him in return for keeping a small share for their family’s subsistence.   Either way, the labourer’s subsistence is maintained by the surplus produce of the land, net of next season’s seed stock.
Smith asserts famously:  the landlords ‘are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of the necessities of life, which would have been made, had the earth been divided into equal portions among its inhabitants, and thus without intending it, without knowing it, advance the interests of the society, and afford the means to the multiplication of the species.’

This version of the invisible hand follows the ballad of the ‘poor man’s son’, stating specifically that certain actions of landlords in a specific case have unplanned consequences that may benefit society.   In Wealth Of Nations Smith adds to the specific case of the actions of merchants, the aside, ‘in this, as in many other cases’, which introduces the existence of other unspecified cases.

Let’s address Smith’s assertion that landlords ‘make nearly the same distribution of the necessaries of life’ as ‘would have been made, had the earth been divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants.’  Taking the historical view, in Smith’s Four Ages model, private property in land emerged from the ages of hunting and shepherding in Europe (I ignore historical variations of the progression to agriculture associated with the ‘hydraulic’ agricultural societies of Egypt, Babylon, India and China)
.   
Private property was inextricably bound up with agriculture. Open fields exposed to human traffic and to wandering flocks and free-range herds proved too troublesome in practice (as the Biblical story of Cain and Abel’s travails demonstrated) 
 and were eliminated eventually by the gradual creation of property and its emergence as the mainstay of civilisation. 
Property is not incompatible with equal portions of the land distributed among aspirant farmers, but we have no records of it happening.  To facilitate Smith’s argument we can accept that it happened in a condition associated with low intensity populations living in ‘open’ territories, into which aspirant farmers could move freely at least up to the capacity of the available land and their capacity to work it.  Equality of land distribution would still limit population growth up to the capacity of the settled territory divided into equal shares of viable plots.  Beyond that capacity, too many individuals seeking equal shares of viable plots would have insufficient land for distribution. Moreover, in practice, unless agriculture increased annual output above that obtained from hunting and gathering, it would not be sustainable.  Without minimal subsistence, population densities decline as infant mortality rises and life-spans contract.
  Smith’s statement of the equality condition must be treated as a ‘thought experiment’ only.
Minimal subsistence, related to the sustainable reproduction of the population, sets the base below which it cannot drop without impacting negatively on population.  Private property in land (equal or unequal shares) as an alternative to a hunter-gathering mode of subsistence was only viable if it raised total output of subsistence to at least equivalent to previous pre-farming levels, if population was to be maintained, and must have risen above these levels if it continued growing, keeping per capita output roughly constant (as appears to have happened) with growing populations.  Therefore for agriculture to be viable, and associated with stable population levels, per capita consumption had at least to match subsistence levels, however defined, and however the land was divided, equally or unequally.
Therefore, Smith’s assertion that private landlords divide their produce ‘very nearly the same’ as ‘would have been made had the earth been divided into equal portions’ is not all that surprising.  Smith’s comparative measure of the outcome from the deception that drove landlords’ behaviour in distributing shares of the surplus produce is fully explained by the necessities of the mode of subsistence after the fall of Rome until the 18th century. 
The self-deception reconciled ‘proud and unfeeling’ landlords to (albeit non-egalitarian) shares of their surplus with their retainers, serfs and tenants, which can and did operate within a wide range of relative ‘subsistence’ levels, from deep privation for labourers’ families to mild prosperity, as seasonal bounties and dearth imposed or allowed.

Pierre Force notes perceptively that “in the rhetorical tradition, the economy of something is the relationship between the whole and the parts”,
 an idea pregnant with insight into Smith’s use of ‘an invisible hand’ metaphor in Moral Sentiments.
The landlord was not ‘led by an invisible hand’ in a mysterious or ‘miraculous’ sense that there was an actual entity driving him to act in the manner that he did; he was led by a necessity that kept the ‘operose machines’ of the mode of subsistence working, for without sustaining labourers to toil for him on his farms and with his herds, and without his armed retainers to defend his property rights against rival rich, indigent poor, and foreign invaders alike, all ambitions for his personal ‘vain and insatiable desires’ would have been frustrated within a few seasons, if reproduction rates fell below levels that maintained a basic fitness for labour and multiplied the species sufficient to replace those subject to nature’s mortal culls.  As the whole is the sum of its parts, neglecting the minimal subsistence of the parts, in due course, would terminate the landlord’s ‘greatness and riches’. The deception driving him would have evaporated in failure.  The detritus of past civilisations testifies to this stark reality since agriculture and property appeared on Earth. 
Those who seek wealth for happiness are self-deceived into striving for ‘greatness and riches’, which they do from the principle of ‘beauty’ that pleases the eye and the imagination in the ‘fitness for purpose’ of the ‘numberless artificial and elegant’ appurtenances and contrivances, which are the main drivers of the commercial economy.  Smith’s original principle explained how utility was less important as a driver than its ‘beauty’ - a hovel and a palace provided shelter from the elements, but the ‘fitness for purpose’ of the palace drew aspirants from their beds early each morning to strive to acquire the means to its beauty by either working hard, or by ensuring that others worked hard for them. 

The invisible hand metaphor, as a ‘figure of speech’, does precisely its job, as Smith intended, by drawing the image of an ‘an allusion betwixt one object and an other’, the object being the self-deception of the landlord and the ‘beauty’ of the metaphor that ‘is so adapted that it gives due strength of expression to the object to be described and at the same time does this in a more striking and interesting manner’.
  And the prime candidate for undertaking this in a ‘striking and interesting manner’ was the oft-used literary metaphor of ‘an invisible hand’, which has come, incorrectly, though probably now irreversibly, a name tag from a version of ‘Smithian’ economics purloined by exponents of the neoclassical paradigm.  But metaphors are representative, not real, they exist only as the imaginary image of what they allude to; they do not define it.
  
The invisible hand in Wealth Of Nations
Import duties, excise taxes and prohibitions, wrote Smith, secure domestic monopolies in the goods affected by them.  British grazers benefit from prohibitions on importing Irish live-cattle from which they gain a monopoly in the supply of butchers-meat.  Corn growers benefit from high duties on corn imports, likewise for other produce with duties on foreign woollens, silks, and linen.  Smith confesses that the duties and prohibitions on foreign goods are so widespread that unless you are ‘well acquainted with the law of customs’ you could innocently breach the law and he admitted to being not well acquainted with them in his personal apparel until he became a Scottish Commissioner of Customs in 1778.
 
Tariffs and monopolies of the home market encourage those industries that benefit from them and thereby draw a greater share of labour and stock than would be the case in their absence.  These distortions of the ‘natural balance of an industry’ may not be justified, and may reduce the employment of capital by causing a below normal rate of capital accumulation.
  

The principles he advanced were: ‘The general industry of society can never exceed what the capital of the society can employ’, and ‘the number of those that can be continually employed by all the members of society, must bear a certain proportion to the whole capital of that society, and never can exceed that proportion.’  He stated that: ‘No regulation of commerce can increase the quantity of industry in any society beyond what its capital can maintain’ and that ‘it can only divert part of it into a direction into which it might not otherwise have gone; and it is by no means certain that this artificial direction is likely to be more advantageous to the society than that to which it would have gone in of its own accord’.

Protection and prohibitions boost domestic production of certain items, which inevitably diverts capital and employment away from unprotected to protected sectors.  The reduced, or eliminated, competition from imports reduces the pressure of price competition on domestic suppliers, and consumers lose out from higher prices and reduce demand for other products.  The net gains and losses distort capital allocation across society.

When the natural inclinations of individuals are considered, they ‘continually exert’ themselves to find the most advantageous employment for their capital, and he shows that in exerting themselves in this manner they may unintentionally prefer what is most advantageous for society.

When every individual exerts himself to find that employment of his capital that is most advantageous for himself, the sum of individual personal endeavours drives society to the most advantageous employment of its capital.  Smith believed this was best achieved by leaving people to find out which employment suits them best, i.e., individuals are the best judge of their self-interests and do not need central direction. But it does not follow that because they know what is best for them that the outcome is always the best for society.
He gives an example of where it is coincidently best for society. People prefer investment opportunities as ‘near home as possible’, with the proviso that they can obtain the ordinary, or not a great deal less than the ordinary, profits from stock.  Wholesale merchants preferred their capital ‘under [their] own immediate view and command’ and therefore preferred the home trade to the foreign trade for consumption, and both to the carrying trade.  Their behaviour was influenced by the increased risk (and thereby distrust) of trading over longer distances for longer durations, to avoid which they might accept lower domestic profits because of the greater risks of distant trade.

The normal predilection among merchants was for them to support domestic investment and thereby produce for the domestic economy the ‘greatest possible value’. They could be relied upon to strive in this manner without direction or encouragement.  The merchant does not behave with any view to boost domestic industry; he acts to maximise his profits at lower risk and stress than engaging in distant sales and purchases, and in doing so he ‘necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as he can.’  Given the principles he asserted, this outcome is unexceptional and does not need to be remarked upon.  Smith develops his argument, assuming that there are no intervening regulations diverting part of the nation’s capital into protected sectors:
‘As every individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he can both to employ his capital in the support of domestick industry, and so direct that industry that its produce may be of the greatest value; every individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of society as great as he can.’

Only after stated this logical outcome from his assumptions, does he introduce the now famous metaphor to underline the imperatives of the merchants’ natural risk-averse behaviour: 

‘He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the publick interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it.  By preferring the support of domestick 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.’ 

But Smith had already fully explained the merchant’s behaviour before introducing ‘an invisible hand’ to lead him to do what he did from preferring ‘only his own security’ in his aversion to the risks of foreign trade.  And this is the proper role of metaphor; it presents the ‘complex’ mechanics of the arithmetical connection between individual actions and aggregate outcomes.

Should we interpret Smith to suggest that an individual’s motivations are redundant or are too weak to affect and direct his behaviour that he needs, to coin a phrase, a helping hand?  Surely not! Needing a helping hand makes redundant his explanation of the merchant’s risk aversion to losing sight of his capital in the ‘the foreign trade of consumption’.   So, how does an invisible hand induce behaviour that a person’s insecurity induces anyway? It does nothing, because this implies an unknown and complex (‘invisible’) element to human motivation, akin to credulous beliefs that Jupiter’s invisible hand determined the fortunes of humans, for good or ill, which he mocked in his History of Astronomy.  I conclude that the metaphor of an invisible hand is just a metaphor and modern angst over its meaning is, well, meaningless.
This conclusion is underlined in the next paragraph where Smith famously (because much quoted) warns that statesmen ‘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 whatsoever, and which would nowhere be so dangerous as in the hands of a man who had the folly and presumption enough to fancy himself fit to exercise it.’
  
If statesmen, etc., cannot be trusted (as, indeed, he believed they could not) in the allocation role, Smith’s leaving individuals to allocate their own capitals, because they are the best judges of their circumstances, makes sense, more so than the false conclusion that Smith introduced an unnecessary and redundant metaphysical entity, supposedly, of a disembodied and invisible hand to explain what he has already explained perfectly.  The metaphor, not meant by Smith to be taken literally, was for expository purposes only, for those readers unable to grasp the connecting chain between a motivation arising from risk aversion and its ‘safer’ remedy of investing locally and not abroad.  What then does the metaphor add to what we know about markets, and have known since the 18th century, and not just from Adam Smith? 

Government and the ‘natural order’

Smith was one among several writers 
 who expressed views on the ‘natural order’ and ‘perfect liberty’.
  He believed that, if the natural order was left to do its business without interference from the monopolistic interests of merchants and manufacturers, but instead, consistent with justice and with each individual as the best judge of his interests in the disposition of his capital stock (including human capital), then society would benefit, compared to alternative arrangements ordained by monopolists, protectionists or governments pursuing ‘absurd’ policies.  He was also aware of the practical obstacles to perfect liberty being adopted, certainly in the circumstances of 18th-century Britain.
 Everything turned on the conditional ‘if’, as in “if the natural order was left to do its business without interference”.   
This problem is evident throughout Wealth Of Nations.  Smith challenged government interventions in the economy where their policies were wrong, as in the ‘absurd’ policies of mercantile political economy, and matched them by his prescriptions for better governance around the theme of perfect liberty.  It should be noted that he suggested alternative policies for governments to pursue because he was not opposed to government intervention as such, as is sometimes suggested. 

The metaphor had little if any significance for Smith, and certainly was not his ‘greatest idea’, 
  nor did the metaphor make ‘theoretical social science itself possible’.
 The metaphor languished in relative obscurity, barely noticed during the development of social science, until retrospectively awarded its accolade.  Invisible hand explanations may be needed by mathematical economics to legitimise equilibrium theories with a mystical aura, sanctified by their alleged origin under Adam Smith’s much lauded name, but they add nothing to his use of them.  The proponents of invisible hands, believing that something mystical is involved, ignore the dynamics of Smith’s examples of risk avoidance in the first case and the simple arithmetic of the ‘whole is the sum of its parts’ in the second.  

Frederick Hayek,
 the original author of Karen Vaughan’s ascription of its alleged momentous role as the gateway to making social science possible, rooted Smith’s ‘borrowed’ metaphor as a first approximation of his themes of ‘spontaneous order’.
 Smith’s identification of processes associated with the unintended consequences of individual actions in such diverse phenomena as language, money, moral sentiments, exchange and markets,
 and so on, across social experience, are possibly better judged as an early recognition of evolutionary ‘emergent order’, which in my view is a more helpful phrase than spontaneous, or self-generated, order, because it takes many self-correcting trials over long periods for a workable order to emerge as an accepted norm, whereas ‘spontaneous order’ suggests sudden change from one state to another.   Complex systems do not emerge suddenly; a long maturation period is required to bring them to term. We may also regard all the alternative orders that fail as cases of ‘emergent disorder’.
Two people trying to communicate in the absence of a common language make many mistakes as they experiment with different combinations of gestures, grimaces and strings of word sounds to make even simple meanings mutually understood, and, as important, to make them understood by others; hominids striking stones to make meat-cutters or axes would miss-strike, over-strike and regularly break near-finished hand tools forcing them to start again, before they created workable tools, replicable by others, and similarly for other emergent orders.  There was no hurry; the emergent order of successful stone-knapping technology lasted a million years.

One of the problems with mixing the concepts of spontaneous order and invisible hands is to conclude that the outcomes of individual actions are necessarily always, or mostly, benign.  Robert Nozick identifies 16 examples of ‘Invisible-hand explanations’,
 covering evolutionary theory, ecology, race, religion, genetics and IQ, pricing, equilibria in markets, crime, trade, managerial incompetence, and economic theories, and only half of those cited have benign outcomes.  Karen Vaughan, however, accepts, correctly, that ‘one could easily imagine a spontaneous order in which people were led as if by an invisible hand to promote a perverse and unpleasant end’ (emphasis added).  She comments that ‘the desirability of the order that emerges as the unintended consequences of human action depends ultimately on the kind of rules and institutions within which human beings act, and the real alternatives they face’. 
   Vaughan undoes the connection between an always benign invisible hand and its general application.  Parenthetically, in Smith’s usage, the ‘invisible hand’ did not act ‘as if’ it led people; he claimed they were definitely ‘led by’ ‘an invisible hand’ to do what they did in the two examples he gave; the ‘as if’ softener was inserted later by others.
  

Because individuals undertake various possible actions in response to their motivations and their regard for their self-interests, we can only know afterwards, and not beforehand, whether the summation of their actions leads to emergent order or disorder.  Where were the mystical invisible hand explanations during the, perhaps long, processes that in their aggregate outcomes, following myriad human actions, emerge as malign for society (e.g., the ‘tragedy of the commons’)?  The possibility of malign outcomes eradicates the metaphor’s generality. 

Conclusions
Smith was not party to the idea that self-interested actions were always socially benign; his was not a generalised explanation of unintended consequences, but a partial one.  The invisible hand ‘in this, as in many other cases’ is called into action only in specific cases.
  That the metaphor has been generalised into a universal benign rule for markets – which would require Smith to have written: ‘in this, as in all other cases’ - is the result of over enthusiastic generalisation, perhaps to legitimise a particular representation of markets, but it was not from reading Adam Smith.

Human behaviours in situations where markets operate less than perfectly, in aggregate can and do result in sub-optimal outcomes, such as from monopolies, protectionism, and conspiracies to restrict supplies, to which we can add from the 20th century onwards, pollution and indifference to spill-over externalities.  Whether in the mathematical theory of perfectly competitive conditions, the ‘many other’ cases qualifier becomes ‘all other cases’ is beside the point; these conditions do not exist outside the constructs of that theory, from which human participants are absent.

Smith’s assertion that rich landlords supplied their serfs with ‘nearly the same’ subsistence as they might have ‘enjoyed’ in an imaginary equal division of the land amounts to saying that if population is to be maintained or to grow, per capita consumption must be at least ‘nearly’ the same either side of changeovers in property relations, including changes from primarily agriculture to commercial modes of subsistence.  Similarly, if each individual employs all of his capital locally only, then aggregate individual capitals maximise the annual value of domestic revenue compared to what it would have been otherwise.  

It is also worth noting that though merchants were risk averse in Smith’s example, nevertheless in the real world many merchants overcame their aversion to the risks and did consider that it was in their self-interest to engage in the foreign trade, and they did so in increasing numbers over the decades and centuries to follow, and many also exported their capitals too.  But the aggregate result of an intervening ‘invisible hand’ in the cases he considered is nothing more than the consequence of the arithmetic rule that the whole is precisely the sum of its parts, which, if I may say so,  is also completely unexceptional and very visible.  

Why then did an invisible hand intervene in these and other cases?  How did that work?   Was it in the self-deception of landlords and the risk aversion of merchants?  Rich landlords and Merchants did not need to be ‘led by an invisible hand’ to prefer what they did from their existing knowledge of their circumstances.  I suspect that this was true whenever an invisible hand supposedly was at work.   The metaphor added nothing to what Smith, the analyst knew.  It was a ‘poetic device’ to keep the readers’ attention.  Understanding the visible processes behind these cases is more important than the metaphor.

Smith had to make a convincing case, otherwise his ‘clear and distinct confutation’
 of mercantile policies would have been compromised, and with it, perhaps, his ‘very violent attack upon the whole commercial system of Great Britain’.
    Smith insisted that individuals in the two cases, whatever their state of ignorance of, or indifference to the public good, would if allowed to act in their own best interests as they see them in their circumstances, would act to maximise their returns from their capital and labour, and in doing so, they would contribute towards maximising the annual revenues of society.  The arithmetic was faultless, yet doubts must linger about its inevitability because they could also create monopolies and impose protection.  
Short of knowledge of Hayek’s ‘spontaneous order’, a more credible idea I believe than ‘an invisible hand’, based as it is on post-Darwinian 20th-century knowledge unknown to Smith, and absent a similar knowledge of the recent new thinking about ‘complex adaptive systems’, Smith introduced into his argument a reasonably well-known, long-standing, but ultimately an inadequate literary metaphor of ‘an invisible hand’, supposedly leading individuals to act without overt human direction in a socially benign manner.

Consider what is not explained by invisible-hand explanations: 

●
If individuals do not need prior knowledge of the consequences for 
public benefits of their actions, where does ‘an invisible hand’, as a 
metaphor for these processes, acquire its prior knowledge of where 
to ‘lead’ them?

●
When the invisible hand operates, what does it contribute to the 
process?

●
If the invisible hand metaphor ‘is so adapted that it gives due 
strength of expression to the object to be described and at the same 
time does this in a more striking and interesting manner’
 compared 
to the process described in Smith’s texts, what does the invisible 
hand add to the understanding of the process beyond what Smith 
explained before he mentioned the metaphor?

●
If there are numerous instances where individuals acting to realise 
their self-interests, remain ignorant of, or indifferent to, the 
negative consequences of their actions for others and the public 
benefit, what happened to the invisible hand on these many other 
occasions (of which Wealth Of Nations is replete throughout)?

●
If the invisible hand is inseparable from the outcomes of processes by 
which 
unintended consequences sometimes, but not always, have 
public benefits, then is it not better to disregard the metaphor and 
concentrate on understanding the processes in order to distinguish 
them from those (many) cases where public benefits are not 
realised?

In these circumstances, Smith’s critique of mercantile interventions in the economy, which acted against the public interest and delayed the progress of opulence, was left somewhat stranded by his use of a mystical, invisible- hand metaphor, which is perfectly at home in the poetic vagueness of literature, but not in economics.  
It’s a pity that many economists have inflicted the unnecessary myth of the invisible hand upon the discipline by promoting the metaphor beyond its en passant and petty role, as envisaged by Adam Smith.  
Gavin Kennedy

7 May 2007
�  EPS III.2: p 49


�  TMS IV.1.10: pp 184-5


�  WN IV.ii.9: p 456


� Arrow, K. 1987. ‘Economic Theory and the Hypothesis of Rationality’ in The New Palgrave: a dictionary of economics, Macmillan, London; Arrow, K. and Hahn, F. 1971. General Competitive Analysis, p 1, Holden-Day, San Francisco;  Tobin, J. 1992. ‘The Invisible Hand in Modern Microeconomics’, in M. Fry, ed. Adam Smith’s Legacy: his place in the development of modern economics, Routledge, London


� Rothschild, E. 2001. Economic Sentiments: Adam Smith, Condorcet, and the Enlightenment, pp 116-56, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.; Force, R. 2003. Self-Interest before Adam Smith: a genealogy of economic science, pp 69-71, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge


� Smith had several editions of Homer in his Library: Bonar, J. [1894; 1932] 1966. A Catalogue of the Library of Adam Smith, 2nd ed. pp 84-5, Prepared for the Royal Economic Society, Augustus M. Kelly, New York


� Shakespeare, W. [1606] 1778. The Plays of Shakespeare, ed. D. Johnston, 2 vols. 2nd ed. London (in Smith’s library, Bonar: p 166)


� Cited by Buchan, J. 2006. Adam Smith and the Pursuit of Progress, p 2, Profile Books, London: Defoe, D. 1722. Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, London; 1723. The History of Colonel Jaque, Vulgary Call’d Colonel Jack, London


� Dufesnoy, N. L. 1735. L’Histoire justifiee contres les romans, Amsterdam


� Rollin, C. [1730-8] 1821. Histoire ancienne des Egyptiens, des carthaginois, des Assyriens, des Babyloniens, des Grecs, Paris


� Bonnet, C. 1764. Contemplation de la nature, Amsterdam (in Smith’s library).


� Robinet, J-B. 1766. De La nature, Amsterdam, (in Smith’s library ; Bonar, p 158)


� Voltaire (François-Marie Arouet), 1718. Œdipe, 3.4.69 and 4.1.28, Paris ; see TMS II.iii.3.5: p 107;                      


� Cliff Leslie, T. E. 1879. Essays in Political and Moral Philosophy, pp 154-55, Hodges, Foster and Figgis, London; Ingram, J. K. [1888] 1967. A History of Political Economy, pp 89-90, 102, 104, Augustus M. Kelly, New York; Bonar, J. 1892. Palgrave: Dictionary of Political Economy, ed. R. H. Inglis Palgrave, pp 3: 423, 415; Bonar, J. 1893. Philosophy and Political Economy in Some of their Historical Relations, pp 150, 173, Sonnenschein, London; cited in Rothschild, E. 2001. pp 117-8; Macfie, A.L. 1971. ‘The invisible hand of Jupiter’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 32:4, pp 595-9 


� Vaughan, K. 1983. ‘Invisible Hand’, The New Palgrave, Rothschild, E. 1994. American Economic Review, vol 84, 2: pp 319-22; cf also: Ingrao, B. and Israel, G. 1990. The Invisible Hand: economic equilibrium in the history of science, MIT, Cambridge; Evensky, A. 1993. “Ethics and the invisible hand”, Journal of Economic Perspectives, Spring, 7: 2, 197-205; Nozick, R.  1994. “Invisible hand explanations”, American Economic Review, May, 84: 2: 314-318 


� Smith, A. [1762] 1985. Lectures in Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, p 29, ed. J. C. Bryce, Liberty Fund, Indianapolis


�. Smith, A. 1795. The Principles which lead and direct Philosophical Enquiries, illustrated by the History of Astronomy, To which is prefixed  An Account of the Life and Writings of the Author, by Dugald Stewart,  Black, J. and Hutton, J. eds. T. Cadell and W. Davies, London; W. Creech, Edinburgh; Correspondence, Letter no 137, to David Hume, 16 April 1773


� EPS III.2: p 49


� EPS III.1-2: pp 48-49


� EPS III.2: pp 49-50


�  Smith, A. EPS II.8-12: pp 41-45


� TMS IV.1.11: p 186


� EPS II.12: p 45-6


� TMS IV.i.10: p 185


� WN IV.ii.9: p 456


� TMS IV.I.1-11:  pp 179-87: ‘Of the beauty which the appearance of utility bestows upon all the production of art, and of the extensive influence of this species of beauty’


� Nicholls, D. 1992. “The invisible hand; providence and the market”, in P. Heelas and P. Morris, eds. The Values of the Enterprise Culture: the moral debate, 217-236, Routledge, New York; Evensky, A. 1993. “Ethics and the invisible hand”, Journal of Economic Perspectives, Spring, 7: 2, 197-205; Andriopoulos, S. 1999. “The invisible hand: supernatural agency in political economy and gothic novel”, Journal of English Literary History, 66: 739n-758;  Khalil, E. L. 2000. ‘Beyond natural selection and divine intervention: the Lamarckian implications of Adam Smith’s invisible hand’, Journal of Evolutionary Economics, 10:373-393; Hill, L. 2001. The hidden theology of Adam Smith, European Journal of Economic Thought, 8:1, pp 1-29; Denis, A. 2005. ‘The Invisible Hand of God in Adam Smith’, Research in the History of Economic Thought and Methodology, 23-A, pp 1-32


� TMS IV.1.3: p 179-80


� Chambers, E. 1728. ‘Cyclopaedia; or a Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences, Containing an Explication of the Terms ... in the Several Arts, both Liberal and Mechanical’, London; Diderot, D. et D'Alembert,1751-77. Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de gens de lettres, mis en ordre par M. Diderot de l'Académie des Sciences et Belles-Lettres de Prusse, et quant à la partie mathématique, par M. d'Alembert de l'Académie royale des Sciences de Paris, de celle de Prusse et de la Société royale de Londres (‘a Systematic Dictionary of Science, Arts, and the Trades’), 32-vols, Paris


� TMS IV.1.8: p180-1; Frey, B. S. and Stutzer, A. 2001. Happiness and Economics: How the Economy and Institutions Affect Human Well-Being, Princeton University Press; Layard, R. 2005.  Lessons from the New Science, Penguin, London


� TMS IV.1.8: p 181


� TMS IV.1.8: p 182-3


� TMS IV.1.10: p 183


� TMS IV.1.10: p 183-4


� TMS IV.1.10: p 184


� TMS IV.1.10: p 184


� TMS IV.1.10: pp 184-5


� WN IV.ii.9: p 456


� Wittfogel, K. [1957] 1981. Oriental Despotism: A comparative Study of Total Power, Random House


� Genesis: 25


� Renfrew, C. 1972. The Emergence of Civilisation: the Cyclades and the Aegean in the third millennium, b.c. pp 27-30, Methuen, London; cited in Tandy, D. W. 1997. Warriors and Traders: the power of the market in early Greece, p 34, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge


� Force, R. 2003. Self-Interest before Adam Smith: a genealogy of economic science, pp 69-71, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge


� Smith, A. [1762] 1985. Lectures in Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, p 29, ed. J. C. Bryce, Liberty Fund, Indianapolis


� Smith, A. Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, i.v.68: pp30-1


� Corr. Letter 203 to William Eden, 3 Jan 1780. p 245-6


� WN IV.ii.2-3: p 453


� WN IV.ii.3: p 453


�  WN IV.ii.4. p 454; Chydenius, A. [1765] 1931.  The National Gain. Intro. G. Schauman. Ernest Benn, London;  Available in html from: � HYPERLINK "mailto:pertti.hyttinen@chydenius.fi" �pertti.hyttinen@chydenius.fi �(I am grateful for Professor John Pratt for drawing this source to my attention).


� WN IV.ii.4-6: p 454


� WN IV.ii.9: p 456


� WN IV.ii.10: p 456


� Tobin, J. 1992. ‘The Invisible Hand in Modern Microeconomics’, in M. Fry, ed. Adam Smith’s Legacy: his place in the development of modern economics, Routledge, London


� See: Rothschild, E. 2001. Economic Sentiments: Adam Smith, Condorcet, and the Enlightenment, Chapter 5, Harvard University Press, Cambridge; Cf. Aydinonat, N. E. 2006. ‘Is the Invisible Hand UnSmithian? A comment on Rothschild;, Economics Bulletin, vol.2 pp 1-9


� Mandeville, B. [1714] 1924.  Fable of the Bees, or Private Vices, Public Benefits, Oxford University press, Oxford; Hume, D. [1740] 1987. Treatise on Human Nature, Penguin, London; Ferguson, A. [1767]. An Essay on the History of Civil Society, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh;


� Vaughan, K. L. ‘Invisible Hand’, New Palgrave Economics, vol. 2, pp 997-9, Palgrave Macmillan,


� WN IV.ii.43: p 471


� Tobin, J. 1992. ‘The Invisible Hand in Modern Microeconomics’, in M. Fry, ed. Adam Smith’s Legacy: his place in the development of modern economics, Routledge, London


� Vuaghan, K. I. ‘Invisible Hand’, The New Palgrave Economics, p 997, Palgrave, Basingstoke


� Hayek, F. 1967. Studies in Philosophy, Politics,  and Economics, Chicago University press, Chicago;


Law, Legislation and Liberty, vol 1, Chicago University Press, Chicago; 1960. The Constitution of Liberty, Routeledge, London;


� Cf: Rothbard, M. 1990. ‘Concepts of the role of intellectuals in social change towards laissez-faire’, The Journal of Libertarian Studies, Vol IX. 2 (Fall), re: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chuang-tzu" \o "Chuang-tzu" �Chuang-tzu� (369-286 BC.): "Good order results spontaneously when things are let alone." Cf. also: Chydenius, A. [1765] 1931.  The National Gain. Intro. Georg Schauman. Ernest Benn, London;


� Otteson, J. R. 2006.  Adam Smith’s Market Place of Life, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge


� Nozick, R. 1974. Anarchy, State, and Utopia, pp 20-21, Blackwell, Oxford


� Vaughan, K. I. ‘Invisible hand’, The New Palgrave Economics, p 998, Palgrave, Basingstoke


� TMS IV.1.10: p 184; WN IV.ii.9: p 456


� WN IV.ii.9: p 456


� Corr. Letter no 132, 3 September 1772: p 164 re: Sir James Steuart’s Principles of Political Œconomy (1767)


� Corr. Letter no 208, 26 October, 1780


� Smith, A. [1762] 1985. Lectures in Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, p 29, ed. J. C. Bryce, Liberty Fund, Indianapolis


© Gavin Kennedy, 2007








[This paper is in DRAFT form and comments are welcome, critical or otherwise.  Please send them by email to � HYPERLINK "mailto:gavin@negweb.com" ��gavin@negweb.com� or to Professor Gavin Kennedy, 99 Caiyside, Edinburgh, Scotland, EH10 7HR, UK]





PAGE  
20

