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The Invisible Hand and Satire 
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ABSTRACT: This paper argues that the famous 
“invisible hand” term coined by Adam Smith was used 
QZWVQKITTa�QV�PQ[�_WZS��,M[XQ\M�JMQVO�WVM�WN �\PM�UW[\�
revered economic terms in history, Smith only used it 
\PZMM�\QUM[�QV�PQ[�_ZQ\QVO��<PQ[�XIXMZ�IVITabM[�ITT�\PZMM�
uses, arguing that, from the context of  his writings, 
;UQ\P�][ML�\PM�\MZU�QZWVQKITTa�
_______________________________________
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[]ZZW]VLQVO�ZMTQOQWV���������;UQ\P�Q[�]V[]XXWZ\Q^M�
of  their binary view of  the ordinary and unordinary, 
stating they associate “irregular events of  nature” with 
beings such as “gods, demons, witches, genii, fairies,” 
PW_M^MZ�NIQT�\W�LW�[W�NWZ�¹WZLQVIZaº�M^MV\[���! ����!��
I[�KQ\ML�QV�:W\P[KPQTL��!!����;UQ\P�ZMQ\MZI\M[�PQ[�JMTQMN �
that unordinary events are the result of  “the necessity 
WN �\PMQZ�W_V�VI\]ZM�º�ÅZUTa�P]UQTQI\QVO�\PW[M�_PW�
believe otherwise by noting that the “invisible hand of  
2]XQ\MZº�_I[�¹CVW\E�MUXTWaML�QV�\PW[M�UI\\MZ[º���! ���
�!�����I[�KQ\ML�QV�7[TQVO\WV��������

;UQ\P�KTMIZTa�][M[�\PM�QV^Q[QJTM�PIVL�[I\QZQKITTa��;UQ\P�
disregards the opinions of  those who believe in reli-
OQW][�QVÆ]MVKM[�NWZ�VI\]ZM¼[�]VWZLQVIZa�M^MV\[��;UQ\P��
a fan of  “pithy and forceful phrases,” utilizes Jupiter 
to represent the logical fallacies in ascribing unnatural 
M^MV\[�\W�W\PMZ_WZTLTa�QVÆ]MVKM[��5IKÅM��!�����! ���
This is heightened by the increasingly popular pres-
MVKM�WN �[KQMVKM�IVL�XPQTW[WXPa�I\�\PM�\QUM��;UQ\P¼[�
][M�WN �[I\QZQKIT�P]UW]Z�ZMÆMK\[�KZQ\QKQ[U�WN �JMTQMN[�IVL�
KPWQKM[��)TT�\PZMM�][M[�WN �\PM�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVLº�ZMÆMK\�I�
subtle form of  critiquing beliefs of  who levies control in 
[WKQM\a��IVL�\PQ[�ZM[\[�I[�\PM�ÅZ[\�WKK]ZZMVKM��

Smith’s subsequent delivery of  the “invisible hand” 
appears in his text The Theory of  Moral Sentiments, 
X]JTQ[PML�QV����!��?PQTM�\PM�KWV\M`\�WN �\PM�\MZU¼[�
][IOM�Q[�LQٺMZMV\�NZWU�\PM�ÅZ[\��\PM�]VLMZTaQVO�\WVM�
WN �[I\QZQKIT�LQ[XTMI[]ZM�ZMUIQV[��1V�\PQ[�QV[\IVKM��\PM�
\IZOM\[�WN �;UQ\P¼[�[KWZV�IZM�\PM�_MTT�Wٺ�[MK\WZ[�WN �
society, who are entirely comfortable with paying their 
MUXTWaMM[�^MZa�TQ\\TM�NWZ�\PMQZ�[MZ^QKM[��;UQ\P�^QM_[�\PMQZ�
actions as completely lacking any consideration for 
human dignity and justice, disparaging their “natural 
[MTÅ[PVM[[�IVL�ZIXIKQ\aº�NWZ�KZMI\QVO�[]KP�QVMY]ITQ\a�QV�
[WKQM\a��;UQ\P����!��������.]Z\PMZUWZM��;UQ\P�WJ[MZ^M[�
that whether a man is rich or poor, regarding consump-
tion, “all ranks of  life are nearly upon a level” meaning 
\PI\�\PMQZ�KWV[]UX\QWV�Q[�\PM�[IUM�����!��������<PQ[�Q[�
caused by the man’s “stomach of  limited capacity to 
consume,” thus a rich man does not have the time nor 
the ability to consume more than a poor man (Osling-
\WV�������������1\�Q[�_Q\PQV�\PQ[�QZWVa�WN �KWV[]UX\QWV�
that Smith once again invokes the “invisible hand” to 
XZW^QLM�I�[I\QZQKIT�IVITa[Q[�WN �\PM�[Q\]I\QWV��;UQ\P�[\I\M[�
that whether a man is rich or poor is largely irrelevant, 
as they are “led by an invisible hand” towards the 
“same distribution of  the necessaries of  life” (Smith, 
���!��������

?PQTM�I�LMOZMM�UWZM�[]J\TM�\PIV�\PM�ÅZ[\�WKK]ZZMVKM��
Smith again uses the “invisible hand” to satirically 
mock a particular group in society, which is the wealthy 

Few phrases in the history of  economics have pierced 
through more generations and received more interpre-
\I\QWV[�\PIV�)LIU�;UQ\P¼[�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVL�º�<PM�NIUM�
this phrase receives is synonymous with Smith, helping 
KZIN\�PQ[�ZMX]\I\QWV�I[�I�PW][MPWTL�VIUM��0W_M^MZ��
\PM�LMJI\M�ZMOIZLQVO�\PM�\MZU¼[�LMÅVQ\QWV�KZMI\M[�\PM�
illusion that it was a plentiful addition to his writings, a 
ÅZU�\Z][[�[]XXWZ\QVO�PQ[�\PMWZQM[��7V�\PM�KWV\ZIZa��\PM�
engrossment surrounding the term does not match its 
][IOM�QV�;UQ\P¼[�_WZS��.ZWU�PQ[�MIZTa�_WZS[�QV�I[\ZWV-
WUa�\W�PQ[�ÅVIT�_ZQ\\MV�_WZL��;UQ\P�][M[�\PM�XPZI[M�
“invisible hand” in his work on a paltry three occa-
[QWV[��<PM�NMZ^W]Z�WN �\PM�\MZU�Q[�W^MZJTW_V��I[�;UQ\P�
himself  did not consider it to be a serious term worthy 
WN �M`XTIQVQVO�PQ[�XPQTW[WXPQKIT�IVL�MKWVWUQK�^QM_[��
The term is mentioned in the following circumstances: 
starting in astronomy writings and on one occasion 
MIKP�QV�PQ[�\_W�MKWVWUQK�\M`\[��<PM�[MXIZI\QWV�QV�KQZ-
cumstances between the three mentions bears very little 
resemblance or correlation, instead seemingly wildly 
QVLMXMVLMV\�WV�MIKP�WKKI[QWV��1V[\MIL�WN �IK\QVO�I[�I�
grand analogy to explain his economic opinions, it will 
be demonstrated that Smith used the phrase with tonal 
cynicism and satire, used to mock those he disapproved 
WN�
 
Adam Smith’s perspective on religion is a guiding fac-
\WZ�QV�PQ[�QV\MZXZM\I\QWV�WN �\PM�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVL�º�;UQ\P�
was raised by his Calvinist mother following his father’s 
death and attended Presbyterian church regularly 
�7[TQVO\WV�������������?PQTM�_WZSQVO�I\�\PM�=VQ^MZ[Q\a�
of  Glasgow, Smith was known to provide lectures on 
natural theology, in which he focused on the principles 
\PI\�TML�\W�\PM�NW]VLI\QWV�WN �ZMTQOQWV��������������,M-
spite his seemingly Presbyterian beliefs, Smith’s writings 
have been observed by scholars to align consistently 
_Q\P�;\WQKQ[U��������������;UQ\P¼[�ZMILQVO[�WN �;\WQK�
philosophy focused mainly on “its good understanding 
WN �[MTÅ[P�XI[[QWV[�º�[]KP�I[�I�UWLM[\�IXXZWIKP�\W�IK-
cumulating wealth, power, and authority (Furuya 2012, 
 ����;UQ\P¼[�QV\MZXZM\I\QWV�WN �;\WQKQ[U�MUXPI[QbML�
virtuous behaviour or actions which can contribute to 
\PM�X]JTQK�OWWL�������� ����;KPWTIZ[�XWQV\�\W�;UQ\P¼[�
commitment to a natural order along with his belief  in 
self-preservation as evidence for his Stoicism, believ-
ing humans can make proper decisions for themselves 
������� ����

Smith’s Stoicism ties directly into his inaugural usage of  
the “invisible hand” in his History of  Astronomy text, 
[XMKQÅKITTa�QV�\PM�[MK\QWV�\Q\TML�¹7ZQOQV�WN �8PQTW[WXPaº�
�������  ���?Q\PQV�\PQ[�KPIX\MZ��;UQ\P�KZQ\QY]M[�\PM�
established thought of  the ancient Polytheistic religions, 
who he demeans as savages for their personal beliefs 
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UIVIOMUMV\�KTI[[��;UQ\P�Q[�_ZQ\QVO�_PQTM�WJ[MZ^QVO�
an early incarnation of  the market economy, and the 
LQ^Q[QWV[�WN �_MIT\P�\PI\�IKKWUXIVa�Q\��2][\�I[�;UQ\P�
RWSML�\PI\�2]XQ\MZ¼[�MٺMK\�WV�[WKQM\a�_I[�Ua\PQKIT��PM�
IXXTQM[�\PM�[IUM�P]UW]Z�QV�\PQ[�QV[\IVKM��<PMZM�Q[�Ja�
no means a literally invisible hand that seeks to fairly 
compensate and balance the consumption of  individ-
]IT[��PW_M^MZ�\PI\�UIa�JM�I�JMTQMN �WN �[WUM��;QUQTIZ�\W�
the Jupiter metaphor, Smith uses the invisible hand as 
I�UMIV[�\W�LQٺMZMV\QI\M�_PI\�Q[�PIXXMVQVO��IVL�_PI\�Q[�
not happening, and critiques those who do not conform 
\W�PQ[�WXQVQWV��1V�;UQ\P¼[�^QM_��\PM�_WZSQVO�KTI[[�Q[�
XWWZ�IVL�\P][�Q[�JMQVO�\ZMI\ML�]VNIQZTa��<PM�TQUQ\ML�
capacity to consume is what leads to the stabilization of  
consumption between the rich and the poor, which is 
]T\QUI\MTa�VW\�\PM�ZM[]T\�WN �IV�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVL�º�

;UQ\P¼[�\PQZL�IVL�ÅVIT�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVLº�ZMNMZMVKM�Q[�
NW]VL�QV�<PM�?MIT\P�WN �6I\QWV[��ZMTMI[ML�QV�������
In this context, Smith is disparaging merchants who 
choose to solely support domestic markets to guarantee 
their own economic security, instead of  investing in for-
MQOV�\ZILM��;UQ\P�ITQOVML�[]XXWZ\QVO�LWUM[\QK�QVL][\Za�
with merchants consistently “pursuing his own inter-
est,” intentionally protecting “his own security,” provid-
QVO�VW�JMVMÅ\�\W�[WKQM\a��������� ����;UQ\P�^QM_ML�\PM�
merchants’ self-interested behaviour as harmful to the 
MKWVWUa��0M�I[[WKQI\M[�\PM�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVLº�UM\IXPWZ�
_Q\P�OZMML�WV�\PQ[�WKKI[QWV��;I\QZQKITTa��;UQ\P�[\I\M[�
\PI\�[MTÅ[P�UMZKPIV\[�IZM�LZQ^MV�Ja�¹IV�QV^Q[QJTM�PIVLº�
to pursue domestic business, which was “no part of  
C\PMQZE�QV\MV\QWVº��������� ����<PM�TI[\�[MK\QWV�WN �
;UQ\P¼[�Y]W\M�Q[�KTMIZTa�[IQL�QV�IV�QZWVQK�\WVM��;UQ\P�
is suggesting with humour that wealthy merchants are 
unaware of  their own desire to pursue vast wealth, 
which comes at the expense of  promoting the public in-
\MZM[\��;UQ\P�Q[�IV�IL^WKI\M�NWZ�I�NZMM�UIZSM\�MKWVWUa��
however, is not a proponent of  a free economy with no 
KWV[MY]MVKM[��;QUQTIZ�\W�\PM�[MKWVL�M`IUXTM��;UQ\P�
demonstrates his opinion on a particular subset of  the 
MKWVWUa�Ja�]\QTQbQVO�\PM�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVLº�[I\QZQKITTa��

Smith’s voice echoes through his works as ripe and can-
did, a clear picture of  his opinions on economic mat-
\MZ[��;UQ\P�Q[�]VINZIQL�WN �^WQKQVO�PQ[�LQ[XTMI[]ZM�_PMV�
he deems it necessary and does so rather creatively with 
\PM�[I\QZQKIT�][IOM�WN �\PM�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVL�º�;UQ\P�][M[�
\PM�¹QV^Q[QJTM�PIVLº�UM\IXPWZ�\W�WٺMZ�KWUUMV\IZa�WV�
religious beliefs, the division of  wealth, and econom-
QK�OZMML��=T\QUI\MTa��_PQTM�\PMZM�_QTT�KWV\QV]M�\W�JM�
a great debate on the usage of  the “invisible hand” 
analogy, it can be determined that at least one interpre-
\I\QWV�WN �Q\�KIV�JM�[MMV�I[�[I\QZQKIT�
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