
The two senses of the Invisible Hand in Adam Smith

Adam Smith’s notion of the Invisible Hand is often taken as being le point de depart for modern 

economics, its philosophical birth, in the annunciation of the principle that personally motivated action 

directed by self-interest produces collective benefits.  The three explicit references to the notion, of 

which only two have strong links to his ethics and economics, seem insufficient to justify such an august 

philosophical legacy.  However, the role of the Invisible Hand in the Smithian corpus should not be 

restricted to examination of these isolated references.  In fact, the role of Invisible Hand in Smith is more 

properly seen as a generic principle which unifies all of his written work.  This principle is that there is a 

natural coordination implicated in the way by which moral agents work to pursue their own self-love 

when that self-love is constrained by the ethical infrastructures of sympathy and conscience, the latter 

evinced by the role of the ideal or impartial spectator.  This coordination fosters a mutuality in pursuit of 

a regulated and moderated self-love that is attuned to the self-love of others in a complex and yet 

unintended natural process of reciprocity.  Whether this a state of affairs is the result of a Divine plan or 

an internal inherent dynamic in human emotional and social life is an issue which remains a matter of 

open debate.

It is proposed that there are two moments in Smith’s conception of the generic principle of unintended 

mutual coordination: the Invisible Hand principle.  It can be understood in a weaker and a stronger 

sense.  In the case of the weaker usage of the principle the social benefit of individual action, when 

analysed in aggregation, is not intended directly by the agents involved but may be knowable upon 

reflection.  In the stronger sense, the benefit occurs by positive delusion in the eyes of the principal 

moral and economic agent.  The weaker sense of the invisible hand principle is evident in Smith’s theory 

of the division of labour, the reference to the role of the Invisible Hand in the investor in domestic 

industry in The Wealth of Nations, and the economic role of feudal barons and medieval monasteries.  

The stronger sense of the principle is seen most keenly in the illusion of wealth and greatness.

Both approaches show how unintended action can yield social benefits within Smith’s system.  However, 

while the weaker sense of the invisible hand principle represents a clear application of Smith’s moral 

philosophy, the stronger sense of the doctrine creates unresolved tensions in Smith’s thought tending 

towards a stoic principle of evil as unintended good, which is potentially inconsistent with Smith’s 

restricted reading of the role of utility in ethics and his rejection of Mandeville’s approach to unintended 

yet beneficial moral action in the Fable of the Bees.


