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Preface

WHILE this volume as a whole was prepared by the General Editors,
the actual text of the Wealth of Nations was established by W. B.
Todd following principles which are explained in a separate note.

As far as the general or non-textual editorial work is concerned, we
have sought to provide a system of cross references within the WN,
together with a comprehensive list of references from the WN to Smith’s
other works, including the Lecture Notes and Correspondence. In addi-
tion, Smith’s own references have been traced and parallels with other
writers indicated where it seems reasonably certain that he had actually
used their works. Comment has been made on matters of historical fact
where this might be of benefit to the modern reader.

In the introduction, we have tried to give some idea of the links which
exist between Smith’s economics and other parts of a wider system of
social science, together with an account of the structure and scope of the
WN itself. We have also sought to indicate the extent to which the WN
was the reflection of the times in which Smith lived.

In executing a work of this kind we have incurred debts which are too
numerous to mention. We should, however, like to acknowledge the great
benefit which we have received from the work of Edwin Cannan, whose
original index has been retained.

R.H.C.
AS.S.
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viii Abbreviations

The Table of Corresponding Passages appended to this volume identi-
fies the sections into which the WN is divided and provides for each
paragraph the page references in the Cannan editions of 1930 and 1937.

In the case of the lecture notes we have adopted the following practice:
references to the LRBL are given in the form ‘LRBL i.8’ (=volume i,
page 8 of the original manuscript), with references to the Lothian edi-
tion (London, 1963) in parenthesis. In the Lectures on Jurisprudence we
have also cited the volume and page reference from the original manu-
script (all of which will be included in the Glasgow edition) while retain-
ing page references to the Cannan edition (Oxford, 1896) where appro-
priate. References to the Correspondence give date of letter and letter
number from the Glasgow edition.

Postseript. The dnderson Notes are now published in R. L. Meek, Smith,
Marx and After (London, 1977).



General Introduction

Scope and Method

LTHOUGH it would be extravagant to claim that Adam Smith was the
last of the great polymaths, it is nonetheless true that he wrote on
a remarkable range of subjects including as it does economics and
history; law and government; language and the arts, not to mention
essays on astronomy, ancient logics and metaphysics. Indeed, the latter
group of essays, apparently written in the 1750s, although not published
until 1795, moved J. A. Schumpeter to remark that ‘Nobody, I venture
to say, can have an adequate idea of Smith’s intellectual stature who does
not know these essays’ and to describe that on astronomy as the ‘pearl of
the collection’?.

The Astronomy is especially valuable as an exercise in ‘philosophical
history’; a form of enquiry in which Smith was particularly interested,
and which, in this case, led him to examine the first formation and sub-
sequent development of those astronomical theories which had culminated
in the work of Newton. But at the same time, the essay was designed to
illustrate the principles which lead and direct philosophical enquiries.
The essay was thus concerned with the question of motivation, and as
such may tell us a good deal about Smith’s own drives as a thinker, contri-
buting in this way to our understanding of the form which his other works
in fact assumed.

Smith’s main purpose in the Astronomy was to consider the stimulus
given to the exercise of the understanding by the sentiments of surprise,
wonder, and admiration; sentiments which he did not necessarily consider
to be the sole sources of stimuli to philosophical work, but which repre-
sented forces whose influence was, he ‘believed, ‘of far wider extent than
we should be apt upon a careless view to imagine’ (Intro., 7). In elaborat-
ing on this statement Smith made a number of simple assumptions: that
man is endowed with certain faculties and propensities such as reason,
reflection, and imagination, and that he is motivated by a desire to acquire
the means of pleasure and to avoid pain, where in this context pleasure
relates to a state of the imagination involving tranquility and composure;
a state attained from the contemplation of relation, similarity, or custom-
ary connection. He went on to argue that we feel surprise when some
object or relation does not fall into an expected pattern; a sentiment
which is quickly followed by wonder, which is in turn associated with the

1 History of Economic Analysis (London, 1954), 182.
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perception of something like a gap or interval (i.e. a lack of known con-
nection or failure to conform to an established classification) between the
object or objects of examination. For Smith, the essence of wonder was
that it gave rise to a feeling of pain (i.e. disutility) to which the normal
response is an act of attempted explanation, designed to restore the mind
to a state of equilibrium; a goal which can only be attained where an
explanation for the phenomena in question is found, and where that
explanation is coherent, capable of accounting for observed appearances,
and stated in terms of plausible (or familiar) principles.

Smith considered these feelings and responses to be typical of all men,
while suggesting that the philosopher or scientist was particularly sub-
ject to them, partly as a result of superior powers of observation and
partly because of that degree of curiosity which normally leads him to
examine problems (such as the conversion of flesh into bone) which are
to the ordinary man so ‘familiar’ as not to require any explanation at all
(ILx1).

Nature as a whole, Smith argued, ‘seems to abound with events which
appear solitary and incoherent’ (II.12) so that the purpose of philosophy
emerges as being to find ‘the connecting principles of nature’ (11.12) with,
as its ultimate end, the ‘repose and tranquility of the imagination’ (IV.13).
It is here especially that the sentiment of admiration becomes relevant
in the sense that once an explanation has been offered for some particular
problem, the very existence of that explanation may heighten our ap-
preciation of the ‘appearances’ themselves. Thus, for example, we may
learn to understand and thus to admire a complex economic structure
once its hidden ‘springs’ have been exposeaq, just as the theory of astronomy
leads us to admire the heavens by presenting ‘the theatre of nature’ as a
coherent and therefore as a more ‘magnificent spectacle’ (I1.12). Scien-
tific explanation is thus designed to restore the mind to a state of balance
and at the same time productive of a source of pleasure in this rather
indirect way. Smith also added, however, that men pursue the study of
philosophy for its own sake, ‘as an original pleasure or good in itself,
without regarding its tendency to procure them the means of many other
pleasures’ (I11.3).

There are perhaps three features of this argument which are worth
emphasizing at this point. First, Smith’s suggestion that the purpose of
philosophy is to explain the coherence of nature, allied to his recognition
of the interdependence of phenomena, leads directly to the idea of a
system which is designed to explain a complex of phenomena or ‘appear-
ances’. It is interesting to recall in this connection that the history of
astronomy unfolded in terms of four systems of this kind, and that Smith
should have likened such productions of the intellect to machines whose
function was to connect together ‘in the fancy those different movements
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and effects which are already in reality performed’ (IV.19). Secondly, it
is noteworthy that Smith should have associated intellectual effort, and
the forms which the corresponding output may assume, with certain
sources of pleasure. He himself often spoke of the beauty of ‘systematical
arrangement’ (WN V.if.25) and his ‘delight’ in such arrangement was
one of the qualities of his mind to which Dugald Stewart frequently drew
attention. In the Imitative Arts (I1.30) Smith likened the pleasure to
be derived from the contemplation of a great system of thought to that
felt when listening to ‘a well composed concerto of instrumental Music’
ascribing to both an almost sensual quality. Points such as these are rele-
vant at least in the sense that a general preference for order or system may
lead the thinker to work in certain ways and even to choose a particular
method of organizing his arguments. Smith in fact considered the various
ways of organizing scientific (or didactic) discourse in the LRBL where
it is stated that the technique whereby we ‘lay down certain principles,
[primary?] or proved, in the beginning, from whence we account for the
severall Phaenomena, connecting all together by the same chain’ is ‘vastly
more ingenious’ and for that reason ‘more engaging’ than any other. He
added: ‘It gives us a pleasure to see the phenomena which we reckoned
the most unaccountable, all deduced from some principle (commonly, a
wellknown one) and all united in one chain’. (LRBL ii.133—4, ed. Lothian,
140.) Elsewhere he referred to a propensity, common to all men, to ac-
count for ‘all appearances from as few principles as possible’ (TMS
VILii.2.14).

However, while there is little doubt that Smith’s major works (includ-
ing of course the Astronomy itself) are dominated by such a choice, it
would be as wrong to imply that such works are to be regarded as deduc-
tive exercises in practical aesthetics as it would be to ignore the latter
element altogether. The fact is that the dangers as well as the delights of
purely deductive reasoning were widely recognized at this time, and the
choice of Newton rather than Descartes (who was also a proponent of
the ‘method’ described above) as the model to be followed is indicative of
the point. The distinctive feature of Newton’s work was not, after all,
to be found in the use of ‘certain principles’ in the explanation of com-
plex phenomena, but rather in the fact that he (following the lead of others)
sought to establish those principles #n a certain way. Those interested in
the scientific study of man at this time sought to apply the Newtonian
vision of a law governed universe to a new sphere, and to employ the
‘experimental method’ as an aid to the discovery of those laws of nature
which governed the behaviour of the machine and disclosed the intention
of its Design.

Smith’s contribution to what would now be defined as the ‘social scien-
ces’ is contained in his work on ethics, jurisprudence, and economics,
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which correspond in turn to the order in which he lectured on these sub-
jects while Professor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow. All are charac-
terized by certain common features which are readily apparent on examina-
tion: in each case Smith sought to explain complex problems in terms of
a small number of basic principles, and each conforms to the require-
ments of the Newtonian method in the broad sense of that term. All three
make use of the typical hypothesis that the principles of human nature
can be taken as constant, and all employ the doctrine of ‘unintended social
outcomes’—the thesis that man, in following the prompting of his nature,
unconsciously gives substantial expression to some parts of the [Divine?]
Plan. Again, each area of Smith’s thought is marked by a keen sense of
the fact that manners and institutions may change through time and that
they may show striking variations in different communities at the same
point in time—a feature which was rapidly becoming quite common in
an age dominated by Montesquieu.

It is perhaps even more remarkable that not only were Smith’s ethics,
jurisprudence, and economics, marked by a degree of systematic thought
of such a kind as to reveal a great capacity for model-building, but also by
an attempt to delineate the boundaries of a single system of thought, of
which these separate subjects were the component parts. For example,
the TMS may be seen to offer an explanation as to the way in which so
self-regarding a creature as man succeeds (by natural as distinct from arti-
ficial means) in erecting barriers against his own passions; an argument
which culminates in the proposition that some system of magistracy is
generally an essential condition of social stability. On the other hand, the
historical treatment of jurisprudence complements this argument by
showing the way in which government originates, together with the
sources of social and political change, the whole running in terms of a
four stage theory of economic development.2 The economic analysis as
such may be seen to be connected with the other areas of Smith’s thought
in the sense that it begins from a specific stage of historical development
and at the same time makes use of the psychological assumptions estab-
lished by the TMS.

Before proceeding to the economics it may therefore be useful to review
the main elements of the other branches of Smith’s work, and to elucidate
some of their interconnections. This may be an appropriate choice not
only because Smith himself taught the elements of economics against a
philosophical and historical background, but also because so much of that
background was formally incorporated in the WN itself—a book, after

2 For comment, see R. L. Meek ‘Smith, Turgot and the Four Stages Theory’ in His-
tory of Political Economy, iii (1971), and his introduction to Turgot on Progress, Sociology,
and Economics (Cambridge, 1973).
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all, which is concerned with much more than economics as that term is
now commonly understood.

Social Theory

Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments is, of course, an important contribu-
tion to moral philosophy in its own right, and one which attempted to
answer the two main questions which Smith considered to be the proper
province of this kind of philosopher:

First, wherein does virtue consist? Or what is the tone of temper, and tenour of
conduct, which constitutes the excellent and praise-worthy character, the charac-
ter which is the natural object of esteem, honour, and approbation? And,
secondly, by what power or faculty in the mind is it, that this character, what-
ever it be, is recommended to us? Or in other words, how and by what means
does it come to pass, that the mind prefers one tenour of conduct to another?
(VILi.2)

On Smith’s argument, the process by which we distinguish between
objects of approval or disapproval depends largely on our capacity for
‘other-regarding’ activities and involves a complex of abilities and propen-
sities which include sympathy, imagination, reason and reflection. To
begin with, he stated a basic principle in arguing that man is possessed of
a certain fellow feeling which permits him to feel joy or sorrow according
as the circumstances facing others contribute to their feelings of pleasure
or pain. An expression of sympathy (broadly defined) for another person
thus involves an act of reflection and imagination on the part of the
observer in the sense that we can only form an opinion with regard to the
mental state of another person by ‘changing places in the fancy’ with
him. Smith was also careful to argue in this connection that our judge-
ment with regard to others was always likely to be imperfect, at least in
the sense that we can have ‘no immediate experience of what other men
feel’ (Li.1.2). Given these basic principles, Smith then proceeded to
apply them in considering the two different ‘aspects’ or ‘relations’ under
which we may judge an action taken by ourselves or others, ‘first, in rela-
tion to the cause or object which excites it; and, secondly, in relation to
the end which it proposes, or to the effect which it tends to produce’ (I1.i.2).

We may take these in turn:

In dealing with the first question we go beyond the consideration of
the circumstances in which the subject of our judgement may find him-
self, and his state of mind (i.e. whether he is happy or sad) to consider
the extent to which his actions or ‘affections’ (i.e. expressions of feeling)
are appropriate to the conditions under which they take place or the ob-
jects which they seek to attain. In short, the purpose of judgement is
to form an opinion as to the propriety or impropriety of an action, or
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expression of feeling, where these qualities are found to consist in ‘the
suitableness or unsuitableness, in the proportion or disproportion which
the affection seems to bear to the cause or object which excites it’ (I.i.3.6).

Given the principles so far established it will be evident that when the
spectator of another man’s conduct tries to form an opinion as to its pro-
priety, he can only do so by ‘bringing home to himself’ both the circum-
stances and feelings of the subject. Smith went on to argue that exactly
the same principles apply when we seek to form a judgement as to our own
actions, the only difference being that we must do so indirectly rather than
directly; by visualizing the manner in which the real or supposed spec-
tator might react to them. Or, as Smith put it:

We can never survey our own sentiments and motives, we can never form any
judgement concerning them; unless we remove ourselves, as it were, from our
own natural station, and endeavour to view them as at a certain distance from
us. But we can do this in no other way than by endeavouring to view them with
the eyes of other people, or as other people are likely to view them. (II1.1.2)

Given these points, we can now examine the second ‘relation’, that is,
the propriety of action ‘in relation to the end which it proposes, or the
effect which it tends to produce’. Here, as far as the agent is concerned,
Smith argued that the spectator can form a judgement as to whether or
not an action is proper or improper in terms, for example, of motive as
well as by reference to the propriety of the choice of means to attain a
given end. In the same way, the spectator can form a judgement with
regard to the propriety of the reaction of the subject (or person affected) to
the circumstances created by the action of the agent.

Now while it is evident that the spectator can form these judgements
when examining the actions of the two parties taken separately, it is an
essential part of Smith’s argument that a view with regard to the merit
or demerit of a given action can be formed only by taking account of the
activities of the two parties simultaneously. He was careful to argue in
this connection, for example, that we might sympathize with the motives
of the agent while recognizing that the action taken had had unintended
consequences which might have either harmed or benefited some third
party. Similarly, the spectator might sympathize with the reaction of the
subject to a particular situation, while finding that sympathy qualified
by recognition of the fact that the person acting had not intended another
person either to gain or lose. It is only given a knowledge of the motives
of the agent and the consequences of an action that we can form a judge-
ment as to its merit or demerit, where that judgement is based on some
perception of the propriety or impropriety of the activities of the two
parties. Given these conditions Smith concluded that as our perception of
the propriety of conduct ‘arises from what I shall call a direct sympathy
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with the affections and motives of the person who acts, so our sense of its
merit arises from what I shall call an indirect sympathy with the gratitude
of the person who is, if I may say so, acted upon’ (II.i.5.1).

Smith went on from this point to argue that where approval of motive
is added to a perception of the beneficent tendency of the action taken,
then such actions deserve reward; while those of the opposite kind ‘seem
then to deserve, and, if I may say so, to call aloud for, a proportionable
punishment; and we entirely enter into, and thereby approve of, that
resentment which prompts to inflict it’ (ILi4.4). As we shall see, this
principle was to assume considerable importance in terms of Smith’s
discussion of justice.

Before going further there are perhaps three points which should be
emphasized and which arise from Smith’s discussion of the two different
‘relations’ in terms of which we can examine the actions of ourselves or
other men.

First, Smith’s argument is designed to suggest that judgement of our
actions is always framed by the real or supposed spectator of our con-
duct. It is evident therefore that the accuracy of the judgement thus
formed will be a function of the information available to the spectator with
regard to action or motive, and the impartiality with which that informa-
tion is interpreted.

Secondly, it follows from the above that wherever an action taken or
a feeling expressed by one man is approved of by another, then an element
of restraint (and therefore control of our ‘affections’) must be present.
For example, it is evident that since we have no immediate experience of
what other men feel, then we as spectators can ‘enter into’ their situ-
ation only to a limited degree. The person judged can therefore attain the
agreement of the spectator only:

by lowering his passion to that pitch, in which the spectators are capable of
going along with him. He must flatten, if I may be allowed to say so, the sharp-
ness of its natural tone, in order to reduce it to harmony and concord with the
emotions of those who are about him. (1.i.4.7)

Finally, it will be obvious that the individual judged will only make the
effort to attain a certain ‘mediocrity’ of expression where he regards the
opinion of the spectator as important. In fact Smith made this assumption
explicit in remarking:

Nature when she formed man for society, endowed him with an original desire
to please, and an original aversion to offend his brethren. She taught him to
feel pleasure in their favourable, and pain in their unfavourable regard. She
rendered their approbation most flattering . . . for its own sake; and their dis-
approbation most mortifying and most offensive. (111.2.6)
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Given the desire to acquire the sources of pleasure and to avoid pain,
this aspect of the psychology of man would appear to ensure that he will
generally act in ways which will secure the approbation of his brethren,
and that he is to this extent fitted for the society of other men. At the same
time, however, Smith makes it clear that this general disposition may of
itself be insufficient to ensure an adequate source of control over our
actions and passions, and this for reasons which are at least in part con-
nected with the spectator concept and the problem of self-interest.

We have already noted that the spectator can never be entirely informed
with regard to the feelings of another person, and it will be evident there-
fore that it will always be particularly difficult to attain a knowledge of
the motive which may prompt a given action. Smith noted this point in
remarking that in fact the world judges by the event, and not by the
design, classifying this tendency as one of a number of ‘irregularities’ in
our moral sentiments. The difficulty is, of course, that such a situation
must constitute something of a discouragement to virtue; a problem which
was solved in Smith’s model by employing an additional (and explicit)
assumption with regard to the psychology of man. As Smith put it, a
desire for approval and an aversion to the disapproval of his fellows would
not alone have rendered man fit:

for that society for which he was made. Nature, accordingly, has endowed him
not only with a desire of being approved of, but with a desire of being what
ought to be approved of; or of being what he approves of in other men. The
first desire could only have made him wish to appear to be fit for society. The
second was necessary in order to render him anxious to be really fit. (I11.2.7)

Hence the importance in Smith’s argument of the ideal or supposed
spectator, of the ‘man within the breast’, the abstract, ideal, spectator of
our sentiments and conduct who is always well informed with respect to
our own motives, and whose judgement would be that of the actual spec-
tator where the latter was possessed of all the necessary information. It
is this tribunal, the voice of principle and conscience, which, in Smith’s
argument, helps to ensure that we will in fact tread the path of virtue
and which supports us in this path even when our due rewards are denied
us or our sins unknown.

However, having made this point, Smith drew attention to another
difficulty, namely that even where we have access to the information
necessary to judge our own conduct, and even where we are generally
disposed to judge ourselves as others might see us, if they knew all, yet
there are at least two occasions on which we may be unlikely to regard
our own actions with the required degree of impartiality: ‘first, when we
are about to act; and, secondly, after we have acted. Our views are apt
to be very partial in both cases; but they are apt to be most partial when
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it is of most importance that they should be otherwise’ (II1.4.2). In this
connection he went on to note that when ‘we are about to act, the eagerness
of passion will very seldom allow us to consider what we are doing with
the candour of an indifferent person’, while in addition a judgement formed
in a cool hour may still be lacking in sufficient candour, because ‘It is so
disagreeable to think ill of ourselves, that we often purposely turn away
our view from those circumstances which might render that judgement
unfavourable’ (I11.4.4).

The solution to this particular logical problem is found in the idea of
general rules of morality or accepted conduct; rules which we are disposed
to obey by virtue of the claims of conscience, and of which we attain
some knowledge by virtue of our ability to form judgements in particular
cases. As Smith argued:

It is thus that the general rules of morality are formed. They are ultimately
founded upon experience of what, in particular instances, our moral faculties,
our natural sense of merit and propriety, approve, or disapprove of. We do not
originally approve or condemn particular actions; because, upon examination,
they appear to be agreeable or inconsistent with a certain general rule, The
general rule, on the contrary, is formed, by finding from experience, that all
actions of a certain kind, or circumstanced in a certain manner, are approved or

disapproved of. (I111.4.8)

It will be noted that such rules are based on our experience of what is
fit and proper to be done or to be avoided, and that they become standards
or yardsticks against which we can judge our conduct even in the heat of
the moment, and which are therefore ‘of great use in correcting the mis-
representations of self-love’ (I11.4.12).

Yet even here Smith does not claim that a knowledge of general rules
will of itself be sufficient to ensure good conduct, and this for reasons
which are not unconnected with (although not wholly explained by) yet
a further facet of man’s nature.

For Smith, man was an active being, disposed to pursue certain objec-
tives which may be motivated by a desire to be thought well of by his
fellows but which at the same time may lead him to take actions which
have hurtful consequences as far as others are concerned. It is indeed one
of Smith’s more striking achievements to have recognized the social objec-
tive of many economic goals in remarking:

it is chiefly from this regard to the sentiments of mankind, that we pursue
riches and avoid poverty. For to what purpose is all the toil and bustle of this
world? what is the end of avarice and ambition, of the pursuit of wealth, of
power and pre-eminence? ...what are the advantages we propose by that
great purpose of human life which we call bettering our condition? To be
observed, to be attended to, to be taken notice of with sympathy, complacency,
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and approbation, are all the advantages which we can propose to derive from it.
(Liii.2.1)

However, Smith was well aware that the pursuit of status, the desire
to be well thought of in a public sense, could be associated with self-
delusion, and with actions which could inflict damage on others either
by accident or design. In this connection, he remarked that the individual:

In the race for wealth, and honours, and preferments ... may run as hard as
he can, and strain every nerve and every muscle, in order to outstrip all his
competitors. But if he should justle, or throw down any of them, the indulgence
of the spectators is entirely at an end. It is a violation of fair play, which they
cannot admit of. (ILii.2.1)

Knowledge of the resentment of the spectators thus emerges as some-
thing of a deterrent as far as the agent is concerned, although Smith placed
more emphasis on the fact that a feeling of resentment generated by some
act of injustice produces a natural approval of punishment, just as the
perception of the good consequences of some action leads, as we have seen,
to a desire to see it rewarded. In this world at least, it is our disposition
to punish and approval of punishment which restrains acts of injustice,
and which thus helps to restrain the actions of individuals within due
bounds. Justice in this sense of the term is of critical importance, and
Smith went on to notice that while nature ‘exhorts mankind to acts of
beneficence, by the pleasing consciousness of deserved reward’, benefi-
cence is still the ‘ornament which embellishes, not the foundation which
supports the building’. He continued:

Justice, on the contrary, is the main pillar that upholds the whole edifice. If it
is removed, the great, the immense fabric of human society...must in a
moment crumble into atoms. (ILii.3.4)

In Smith’s eyes, a fundamental pre-condition of social order was a
system of positive law, embodying our conception of those rules of con-
duct which relate to justice. He added that these rules must be adminis-
tered by some system of government or ‘magistracy’, on the ground that:

As the violation of justice is what men will never submit to from one another,
the public magistrate is under a necessity of employing the power of the
commonwealth to enforce the practice of this virtue. Without this precaution,
civil society would become a scene of bloodshed and disorder, every man re-
venging himself at his own hand whenever he fancied he was injured. (VILiv.36)

It now remains to be seen just bow ‘government’ originates, to explain
the sources of its authority, and the basis of obedience to that authority.
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The Stages of Society

It was in the lectures on justice rather than the TMS that Smith set out
to consider the grounds on which we were disposed to obey our ‘magis-
trates’, finding the basis of obedience in the principles of wuiility and
authority. In practice, Smith placed most emphasis on the latter and identi-
fied four main sources: personal qualifications, age, fortune, and birth.
Taking these four sources in turn, he argued that personal qualities such
as wisdom, strength, or beauty, while important as sources of individual
distinction, were yet of rather limited political value, since they are all
qualities which are open to dispute. As a result, he suggests that age,
provided there is no ‘suspicion of dotage’, represents a more important
source of authority and of respect, since it is ‘a plain and palpable quality’
about which there can be no doubt’. Smith also observed that as a matter
of fact age regulates rank among those who are in every other respect
equal in both primitive and civilized societies, although its relative im-
portance in the two cases is likely to vary.

The third source of authority, wealth, of all the sources of power is
perhaps the most emphasized by Smith, and here again he cites two ele-
ments. First, he noted that through an ‘irregularity’ of our moral senti-
ments, men tend to admire and respect the rich (rather than the poor,
who may be morally more worthy) as the possessors of all the imagined
conveniences of wealth. Secondly, he argued that the possession of riches
may also be associated with a degree of power which arises from the
dependence of the poor for their subsistence. Thus, for example, the great
chief who has no other way of spending his surpluses other than in the
maintenance of men, acquires retainers and dependents who:

depending entirely upon him for their subsistence, must both obey his orders
in war, and submit to his jurisdiction in peace. He is necessarily both their
general and their judge, and his chieftainship is the necessary effect of the
superiority of his fortune. (WN V.i.b.7)

Finally, Smith argues that the observed fact of our tendency to venerate
antiquity of family, rather than the upstart or newly rich, also constitutes
an important source of authority which may reinforce that of riches. He
concluded that:

Birth and fortune are evidently the two circumstances which principally set
one man above another. They are the two great sources of personal distinction,
and are therefore the principal causes which naturally establish authority and
subordination among men. (V.i.b.11)

Having made these points, Smith then went on to argue that just as
wealth (and the subsequent distinction of birth) represents an important
source of authority, so in turn it opens up an important source of dispute.
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In this connection we find him arguing that where people are prompted
by malice or resentment to hurt one another, and where they can be
harmed only in respect of person or reputation, then men may live together
with some degree of harmony; the point being that ‘the greater part of
men are not very frequently under the influence of those passions; and
the very worst men are so only occasionally.” He went on to note:

As their gratification too, how agreeable soever it may be to certain characters,
is not attended with any real or permanent advantage, it is in the greater part
of men commonly restrained by prudential considerations. Men may live
together in society with some tolerable degree of security, though there is no
civil magistrate to protect them from the injustice of those passions. (V.i.b.2)

But in a situation where property can be acquired, Smith argued there
could be an advantage to be gained by committing acts of injustice, in
that here we find a situation which tends to give full rein to avarice and
ambition.

The acquisition of valuable and extensive property, therefore, necessarily re-
quires the establishment of civil government. Where there is no property, or
at least none that exceeds the value of two or three days labour, civil govern-
ment is not so necessary. (ibid.)

Elsewhere he remarked that ‘Civil government, so far as it is instituted
for the security of property, is in reality instituted for the defence of the
rich against the poor, or of those who have some property against those
who have none at all’ (V.i.b.12). It is a government, on Smith’s argument,
which in some situations-at least is supported by a perception of its utility,
at least on the side of the ‘rich’, but which must gradually have evolved
naturally and independently of any consideration of that necessity. In
Smith’s own words:

Civil government supposes a certain subordination. But as the necessity of
civil government gradually grows up with the acquisition of valuable property,
so the principal causes which naturally introduce subordination gradually grow
up with the growth of that valuable property. (V.i.b.3)

In this way Smith stated the basic principles behind the origin of govern-
ment and illustrated the four main sources of authority. In the subsequent
part of the argument he then tried to show the way in which the outlines
of society and government would vary, by reference to four broad socio-
economic types: the stages of hunting, pasture, agriculture, and com-
merce.3 One of the more striking features of Smith’s argument is in fact
the link which he succeeded in establishing between the form of economy
prevailing (i.e. the mode of earning subsistence) and the source and

3 L] (B) 149, ed. Cannan 107. The socio-economic analysis appears chiefly in Books 11I
and V of the WN.
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distribution of power or dependence among the classes of men which
make up a single ‘society’.

The first stage of society was represented as the ‘lowest and rudest’
state, such ‘as we find it among the native tribes of North America’
(WN V.ia.2). In this case, life is maintained through gathering the spon-
taneous fruits of the soil, and the dominant activities are taken to be
hunting and fishing—a mode of acquiring subsistence which is antecedent
to any social organization in production. As a result, Smith suggested
that such communities would be small in size and characterized by a high
degree of personal liberty—due of course to the absence of any form of
economic dependence. Smith also observed that in the absence of private
property which was also capable of accumulation, disputes between differ-
ent members of the community would be minor ‘so there is seldom any
established magistrate or any regular administration of justice’ (V.i.b.2)
in such states. He added:

Universal poverty establishes there universal equality, and the superiority,
either of age, or of personal qualities, are the feeble, but the sole foundations
of authority and subordination. There is therefore little or no authority or
subordination in this period of society. (V.i.b.7)

The second social stage is that of pasture, which Smith represented
as a ‘more advanced state of society, such as we find it among the Tartars
and Arabs’ (V.i.a.3). Here the use of cattle is the dominant economic
activity and this mode of subsistence meant, as Smith duly noted, that
life would tend to be nomadic and the communities larger in size than
had been possible in the preceding stage. More dramatically, Smith
observed that the appropriation of herds and flocks which introduced an
inequality of fortune, was that which first gave rise to regular govern-
ment. We also find here a form of property which can be accumulated
and transmitted from one generation to another, thus explaining a change
in the main sources of authority as compared to the previous period. As
Smith put it:

The second period of society, that of shepherds, admits of very great inequali-
ties of fortune, and there is no period in which the superiority of fortune gives
so great authority to those who possess it. There is no period accordingly in
which authority and subordination are more perfectly established. The authority
of an Arabian scherif is very great; that of a Tartar khan altogether despotical,

(V.iby)

At the same time it is evident that the mode of subsistence involved will
ensure a high degree of dependence on the part of those who must acquire
the means of subsistence through the exchange of personal service, and
those who, owning the means of subsistence, have no other means of
expending it save on the maintenance of dependents, who also contribute
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to their military power. Smith added that while the distinction of
birth, being subsequent to the inequality of fortune, can have no place
in a nation of hunters, this distinction ‘always does take place among
nations of shepherds’ (V.i.b.10). Since the great families lack, in this
context, the means of dissipating wealth, it follows that ‘there are no
nations among whom wealth is likely to continue longer in the same
families’ (ibid.).

The third economic stage is perhaps the most complicated of Smith’s
four-fold classification at least in the sense that it seems to have a lower,
middle and upper phase. Thus for example the initial stage may be seen
to correspond to that situation which followed the overthrow of Rome by
the barbarians; pastoral nations which had, however, acquired some idea
of agriculture and of property in land. Smith argued that such peoples
would naturally adapt existing institutions to their new situation and that
their first act would be to divide the available territories, introducing by
this means a settled abode and some form of rudimentary tillage; i.e.
the beginnings of a new form of productive activity. Under the circum-
stances outlined, each estate or parcel of land would assume the charac-
ter of a separate principality, while presenting many of the features of the
second stage. As in the previous case, for example, the basis of power is
property, and, as before, those who lack the means of subsistence can
acquire it only through the exchange of personal service, thus becoming
members of a group who ‘having no equivalent to give in return for their
maintenance’ must obey their lord ‘for the same reason that soldiers
must obey the prince who pays them’ (IILiv.5). Each separate estate
could thus be regarded as stable in a political sense in that it was based
on clear relations of power and dependence, although Smith did emphasize
that there would be an element of instability in terms of the relations
between the principalities; a degree of instability which remained even
after the advent of the feudal period with its complex of rights and
obligations. In Smith’s words the authority possessed by the government
of a whole country ‘still continued to be, as before, too weak in the head
and too strong in the inferior members’ (II1.iv.g), a problem basically
created by the fact that:

In those disorderly times, every great landlord was a sort of petty prince. His
tenants were his subjects. He was their judge, and in some respects their legis-
lator in peace, and their leader in war. He made war according to his own dis-

cretion, frequently against his neighbours, and sometimes against his sovereign.
(1ILii.3)

It was a situation which effectively prevented economic development,
and one where the open country remained ‘a scene of violence, rapine, and
disorder’ (IILiv.g).
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The middle stage of this period may be represented as preserving the
institutions of the previous stage (save with the substitution of the feudal
for the allodial system of land-tenure), albeit with the significant addition
of self-governing cities paying a ‘rent certain’ to the king. In this way,
Smith suggested, the kings were able to acquire a source of power capable
of offsetting that of the great lords, by way of a tactical alliance with the
cities. Smith made exactly this point when remarking that mutual interest
would lead the burghers to ‘support the king, and the king to support
them against the lords. They were the enemies of his enemies, and it
was his interest to render them as secure and independent of those ene-
mies as he could’ (IILiii.8). Two significant developments were then
traced from this situation, itself a response to the political instability of
the agrarian period. First, the cities, as self-governing communities (a
kind of independent republics Smith calls them) would create the essen-
tial conditions for economic development (personal security), while,
secondly, their development would also generate an important shift in
the balance of political power.

The upper stage of the period differs from the previous phase most
obviously in that Smith here examines a situation where the trade and
manufactures of the cities had had a significant impact on the power of
the nobles, by providing them for the first time with a means of expend-
ing their surpluses. It was this trend, Smith suggested, which led the
great proprietors to improve the form of leases (with a view to maximizing
their exchangeable surpluses) and to the dismissal of the excess part of
their tenants and retainers—all with consequent effects on the economic
and thus the political power of this class. As Smith put it:

For a pair of diamond buckles perhaps, or for something as frivolous and use-
less, they exchanged the maintenance, or what is the same thing, the price of
the maintenance of a thousand men for a year, and with it the whole weight
and authority which it could give them. (IILiv.10)

The fourth and apparently final economic stage (commerce) may be
simply described as one wherein all goods and services command a price,
thus effectively eliminating the direct dependence of the feudal period
and to this extent diminishing the power to be derived from the owner-
ship of property. Thus for example Smith noted that in the present stage
of Europe a man of ten thousand a year might maintain only a limited
number of footmen, and that while tradesmen and artificers might be
dependent on his custom, none the less ‘they are all more or less inde-
pendent of him, because generally they can all be maintained without
him’ (ITLiv.11).

From the standpoint of the economics of the situation, the significant
development was that of a two sector economy at the domestic level where
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the constant drive to better our condition could provide the maximum
stimulus to economic growth within an institutional framework which
ensured that the pursuit of private interest was compatible with public
benefit. From the standpoint of the politics of the situation, the signifi-
cant development was a new source of wealth which was more widely
distributed than previously, and which ultimately had the effect of limiting
the power of kings by shifting the balance of consideration away from the
old landed aristocracy and towards a new mercantile class. In the words
of John Millar, it was a general trend which served to propagate senti-
ments of personal independence, as a result of a change in the mode of
earning subsistence; a trend which must lead us to expect that ‘the prero-
gatives of the monarch and of the ancient nobility will be gradually under-
mined, that the privileges of the people will be extended in the same
proportion, and that power, the usual attendant of wealth, will be in some
measure diffused over all the members of the community.’4

Once again we face a situation where a change in the mode of earning
subsistence has altered the balance and distribution of political power,
with consequent effects on the nature of government. Once again, we find
a situation where the basis of authority and obedience are found in the
principles of utility and authority, but where the significance of the latter
is diminished (and the former increased) by the change in the pattern of
dependence. It is also a situation where the ease with which fortunes may
be dissipated makes it increasingly unlikely that economic, and thus
political, power, will remain in the hands of particular families over
long periods of time.

The two areas of argument just considered disclose a number of interest-
ing features.

The TMS for example can be seen to accept the proposition that man-
kind are always found in ‘troops and companies’ and to offer an explana-
tion as to how it is that man is fitted for the society of his fellows. In
developing this argument Smith, as we have seen, makes much of the
importance of the rules of morality (including justice), while offering an
explanation of their origin of a kind which places him in the anti-rational-
ist tradition of Hutcheson and Hume. At the same time it is evident that
the form of argument used discloses Smith’s awareness of the fact that
human experience may vary; a point which is made explicitly in the TMS,
and which is reflected in the fact that he did not seek to define the content
of general rules in any but the most general terms.

4 John Millar, The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks (1771), ed. W. C. Lehmann and
included in his John Millar of Glasgow (Cambridge, 1960), 292.
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The historical argument on the other hand, can be seen to offer an
explanation for the origin of government (whose necessity was merely
postulated in the TMS), and at the same time indirectly to throw some
light on the causes of change in accepted patterns of behaviour as a result
of the emphasis given to the four socio-economic stages of growth. This
same argument may also throw into relief certain problems which the
TMS does not formally handle; by drawing attention to the fact that
societies are not homogeneous, and to the possibility of a conflict of
values. Interestingly enough, exactly this point is made in the WN in
the course of a discussion of religion: ‘In every civilized society, in every
society where the distinction of ranks has once been completely estab-
lished, there have been always two different schemes or systems of moral-
ity current at the same time’ (V.i.g.10).

But for the present purpose the most important connections are those
which exist between the ethics and jurisprudence on the one hand, and the
economics on the other.

The historical analysis, for example, has the benefit of showing that
the commercial stage or exchange economy may be regarded as the product
of certain historical processes, and of demonstrating that where such a
form of economy prevails, a particular social structure or set of relations
between classes is necessarily presupposed. At the same time the
argument (developed especially in Book III of the WN) helps to demon-
strate that a particular form of government will be associated with the
same socio-economic institutions; a form of government which in the
particular case of England had been perfected by the Revolution Settle-
ment, and which reflected the growing importance of the ‘middling’ ranks.

But perhaps the links between the economic analysis and the TMS
are even more readily apparent and possibly more important.

As we have seen, the whole point of the TMS is to show that society,
like the individual men who make it up, represents something of a balance
between opposing forces; a form of argument which gave due weight to
our self-regarding propensities (much as Hutcheson had done) but which
departs from the teaching of Hutcheson in denying that ‘Self-love was a
principle which could never be virtuous in any degree or in any direction’
(TMS VILii.3.12). In much the same way Smith denied Mandeville’s
suggestion that the pursuit of ‘whatever is agreeable in dress, furniture,
or equipage’ should be regarded as ‘vicious’ (VILii.4.12). To both he
in effect replied that the ‘condition of human nature were peculiarly hard,
if those affections, which, by the very nature of our being, ought frequently
to influence our conduct, could upon no occasion appear virtuous, or
deserve esteem and commendation from any body’ (VILii.3.18).

In many respects Smith was at his most successful in showing that the
desire to be approved of by our fellows, which was so important in the



18 General Introduction

discussion of moral judgement, was also relevant in the economic sphere.
As we have seen, he argued that the whole object of bettering our condi-
tion was to find ourselves as objects of general esteem, and noted else-
where that ‘we cannot live long in the world without perceiving that the
respect of our equals, our credit and rank in the society we live in, depend
very much upon the degree in which we possess, or are supposed to possess’,
the advantages of external fortune (VI.i.3). While the pursuit of status
and the imagined conveniences of wealth were important sources of dis-
pute, Smith also emphasized their economic advantage even within the
confines of the TMS. It is such drives, he asserted, which serve to rouse
and keep in ‘continual motion the industry of mankind’ (IV.i.1.10) and
he went on to note that those who have attained fortune are, in expending
it,

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 por-
tions 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. (ibid.)

Equally interesting is the fact that Smith should also have discussed at
such length the means whereby the poor man may seek to attain the
advantages of fortune, in emphasizing the importance of prudence, a
virtue which, being uncommon, commands general admiration and
explains that ‘eminent esteem with which all men naturally regard a
steady perseverance in the practice of frugality, industry, and applica-
tion, though directed to no other purpose than the acquisition of fortune’
(IV.i.2.8). It is indeed somewhat remarkable that it is the TMS, and in
particular that portion of it (Part VI) which Smith wrote just before his
death, that provides the most complete account of the psychology of
Smith’s public benefactor: the frugal man.

Economic Theory and the Exchange Economy

In terms of Smith’s teaching, his work on economics was designed to
follow on his treatment of ethics and jurisprudence, and therefore to add
something to the sum total of our knowledge of the activities of man in
society. To this extent, each of the three subjects can be seen to be inter-
connected, although it is also true to say that each component of the sys-
tem contains material which distinguishes it from the others. One part
of Smith’s achievement was in fact to see all these different subjects as
parts of a single whole, while at the same time differentiating economics
from them. Looked at in this way, the economic analysis involves a high
degree of abstraction which can be seen in a number of ways. For example,
in his economic work, Smith was concerned only with some aspects of
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the psychology of man and in fact confined his attention to the self-
regarding propensities; a fact which is neatly expressed in his famous
statement that ‘It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer,
or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their
own interest’ (WN Lii.2). Moreover, Smith was not concerned, at least
in his formal analysis, with a level of moral or social experience other than
that involved in a ‘mercenary exchange of good offices according to an
agreed valuation’ (TMS I1.ii.3.2); in short, all that the economic work
requires is a situation where the minimum condition of justice obtains.
Given this basic premiss, together with the hypothesis of self-interest,
Smith then set out to explain the interdependence of economic pheno-
mena. There are of course two types of account as to the way in which Smith
fulfilled these purposes; one represented by the state of his knowledge
when he left Glasgow in 1763, and the other by the WN itself.

We now have two versions of Smith’s lecture course, together with the
so called ‘early draft’ of the WN; sufficient at least to provide an adequate
guide to the ground covered. There are differences between these docu-
ments: L] (A), for example, while generally more elaborate, is less com-
plete than LJ (B): it does not, for example, consider such topics as Law’s
Bank, interest, exchange, or the causes of the slow progress of opulence.
The ED, on the other hand, contains a much more elaborate account of
the division of labour than that provided in either of the lecture notes,
although it has nothing to say regarding the link between the division of
labour and the extent of the market. While the coverage of the ED is
very similar to that found in L] (B) it is also true to say that topics other
than the division of labour are dealt with in note form. But these are basic-
ally differences in detail: the three documents are not marked by any
major shifts of emphasis or of analytical perspective, and it is this fact
which makes it quite appropriate to take L] (B) as a reasonable guide to
the state of Smith’s thought on economics in the early 1760s.

Turning now to this version of the lectures, one cannot fail to be struck
by the same quality of system which we have already had occasion to note
elsewhere. The lectures begin with a discussion of the natural wants of
man; a discussion already present in the ethics. Smith links this thesis
to the development of the arts and of productive forces, before going on
to remark on the material enjoyments available to the ordinary man in the
modern state as compared to the chief of some savage nation. In both the
lectures and the ED Smith continued to note that, while it cannot be difficult
to explain the superior advantages of the rich man as compared to the
savage, it seems at first sight more difficult to explain why the ‘peasant
should likewise be better provided’ (ED 2.2), especially given the fact
that he who ‘bears, as it were, upon his shoulders the whole fabric of
human society, seems himself to be pressed down below ground by the
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weight, and to be buried out of sight in the lowest foundations of the
building’ (ED 2.3).

The answer to this seeming paradox was found in the division of labour,
which explained the great improvement in the productive powers of modern
man. Smith continued to examine the sources of so great an increase in
productivity, tracing the origin of the institution to the famous propen-
sity to ‘truck, barter and exchange’, while observing that the scope of this
development must be limited by the extent of the market.

Examination of the division of labour led directly to Smith’s point that
unlike the savage the modern man was largely dependent on the labour
of others for the satisfaction of his full range of wants, thus directing atten-
tion to the importance of exchange. In the course of this discussion,
Smith introduced the problem of price and the distinction between
natural and market price.

In the Lectures, natural price (or supply price) was largely defined in
terms of labour cost, the argument being that:

A man then has the natural price of his labour when it is sufficient to maintain
him during the time of labour, to defray the expence of education, and to com-
pensate the risk of not living long enough and of not succeeding in the business.
When a man has this, there is sufficient encouragement to the labourer and the
commodity will be cultivated in proportion to the demand. (L] (B) 227, ed.
Cannan 176)

Market price, on the other hand, was stated to be regulated by ‘quite
other circumstances’, these being: the ‘demand or need for the com-
modity’, the ‘abundance or scarcity of the commodity in proportion to
the need of it’ and the ‘riches or poverty of those who demand’ (L] (B)
227-8, ed. Cannan 176-7). Smith then went on to argue that while dis-
tinct, these prices were ‘necessarily connected’ and to show that where
the market exceeded the natural price, labour would crowd into this
employment, thus expanding the supply, and vice versa, leading to the
conclusion that in equilibrium the two prices would tend to coincide.
Smith quite clearly understood that resources would tend to move between
employments where there were differences in the available rates of return,
thus showing a grasp of the interdependence of economic phenomena
which led him to speak of a ‘natural balance of industry’ and of the
‘natural connection of all trades in the stock’ (L (B) 233—4, ed. Cannan
180-81).

Progressing logically from this point, Smith proceeded to show that
any policy which prevented the market prices of goods from coinciding
with their supply prices, such as monopolies or bounties, would tend to
diminish public opulence and derange the distribution of stock between
different employments.
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The discussion of price led in turn to the treatment of money as the
means of exchange; to a review of the qualities of the metals which made
them so suitable as a means of exchange and to the discussion of coin-
age.’ Smith also included an account of the problems of debasement at
this stage of his analysis, making in the course of his argument a point
with which he is not always associated, namely, that where the value of
money is falling ‘People are disposed to keep their goods from the market,
as they know not what they will get for them’ (L] (B) 242, ed. Cannan
188).

It was in the course of this analysis that Smith defined money as
merely the instrument of exchange, at least under normal circumstances,
going on to suggest that it was essentially a ‘dead stock in itself’; a point
which helped to confirm ‘the beneficial effects of the erection of banks
and paper credit’ (L] (B) 246, ed. Cannan 191).

This argument led quite naturally to a critique of the prejudice
that opulence consists in money and to Smith’s argument that mercantile
policy as currently understood was essentially self-contradictory, and that
it hindered the division of labour by artificially restricting the extent of
the market. It was a short step to the conclusion (stated with characteris-
tic caution) that:

From the above considerations it appears that Brittain should by all means be
made a free port, that there should be no interruptions of any kind made to
forreign trade, that if it were possible to defray the expences of government
by any other method, all duties, customs, and excise should be abolished, and
that free commerce and liberty of exchange should be allowed with all nations
and for all things. (L] (B) 269, ed. Cannan 20g9)°

5 It is a remarkable fact that Smith’s systematic course of instruction on economic sub-
jects closely follows the order used by his old teacher, Francis Hutcheson, in his System
of Moral Philosophy (published posthumously in 1755). For Hutcheson, like Smith,
begins with an account of the division of labour (I1.iv) and having explained the sources
of increase in ‘skill and dexterity’ proceeded to emphasize the interdependence of men
which results from it. Having next examined the importance for exchange of the right to
the property of one’s own labour (II.vi) he then considered the determinants of value,
using in the course of this discussion a distinction between demand and supply price
and defining the latter in terms of labour cost (IL.xii). The argument then proceeds to
the discussion of money as a means of exchange and the analytical work is completed
with an account of ‘the principal contracts of a social life’ such as interest and insurance
(IL.xiii). While Smith’s own lectures were undoubtedly more complete, with the economic
section developed as a single whole, the parallel is nonetheless worthy of note. For com-
ment, see W. R. Scott, Francis Hutcheson (London, 1900).

¢ Hume had also drawn attention to the problems of trade regulation and shown a
clear grasp of the interdependence of economic phenomena. There is certainly sufficient
evidence to give some force to Dugald Stewart’s claim that “The Political Discourses of
Mr. Hume were evidently of greater use to Mr. Smith, than any other book that had
appeared prior to his Lectures’ (Stewart, IV.24).

On the other hand, it would be wrong to imply that Smith may have taken an analytical
structure established by Hutcheson and grafted on to it policy views, derived from
Hume, regarding the freedom of trade (views which Hutcheson did not always share). To
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It will be obvious that that section of the lectures which deals with
‘cheapness and plenty’ does in fact contain many of the subjects which
were to figure in the WN. It also appears that many of his central ideas
were already present in a relatively sophisticated form: ideas such as
equilibrium price, the working of the allocative mechanism, and the
associated concept of the ‘natural balance’ of industry. Smith also made
allowance for the importance of ‘stock’ both in discussing the natural
connection of all stocks in trade and with reference to the division of
labour, while the distinction between employer and employed is surely
implied in the discussion of the individual whose sole function is to
contribute the eighteenth part of a pin.

Yet at the same time there is also 2 good deal missing from the lec-
tures; there is, for example, no clear distinction between factors of pro-
duction and categories of return,” not to mention the macro-economic
analysis of the second Book of the WN with its model of the ‘circular
flow’ and discussion of capital accumulation. While the distinction be-
tween rent, wages, and profits, may have come from James Oswald, or
emerged as the natural consequence of Smith’s own reflection on his
lectures (which seems very probable), the macro-economic model which
finally appeared in the WN may well have owed something, either di-
rectly or indirectly, to Smith’s contact with the Physiocrats, and especially
those who revised the system, such as Mercier de la Rivié¢re, Baudeau
and Turgot.®

qualify this position we have Smith’s famous manifesto, dated 1755 and quoted by
Dugald Stewart from a document, now lost, wherein Smith claimed some degree of
originality with a good deal of ‘honest and indignant warmth’ apparently in respect of
his main thesis of economic liberty. In this paper, which was read before one of Glas-
gow’s literary societies, Smith rejected the common view that man could be regarded as
the subject of a kind of political mechanics, and stated his belief that economic pros-
perity only required ‘peace, easy taxes, and a tolerable administration of justice’. Such
beliefs, he asserted, ‘had all of them been the subject of lectures which I read at Edin-
burgh the winter before I left it, and I can adduce innumerable witnesses, both from that
place and from this, who will ascertain them sufficiently to be mine.” (Stewart, IV.25.)

The possible links between Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith are explored in W. L.
Taylor, Frances Hutcheson and David Hume as Precursors of Adam Smith (Duke, North
Carolina, 1965). See also E. Rotwein’s valuable introduction in David Hume: Writings
on Economics (London, 1955).

7 With regard to the separation of returns into wages, profits, and rent Dugald Stewart
has stated that ‘It appears from a manuscript of Mr. Smith’s, now in my possession,
that the foregoing analysis or division was suggested to him by Mr. Oswald of Dunnikier’
(Works, ix (1856), 6). It is also stated in Works x (1858) that Oswald was ‘well known to
have possessed as a statesman and man of business, a taste for the more general and
philosophical discussions of Political Economy. He lived in habits of great intimacy with
Lord Kames and Mr. Hume, and was one of Mr. Smith’s earliest and most confidential
friends.” Memoir Note A

® Smith’s initial stay in Paris as tutor to the Duke of Buccleuch, was for a period of
only ten days, so that his real contact with the French thinkers came during the second
visit (December 1765 to October 1766). By this time the School was well established:
the Tableau Economigue had been perfected in the late 17508, and was followed in 1763



PR I gt L

SABIR o B R

e wB SRR g S GRS Rl e

General Introduction 23

It is obviously difficult to the point of impossibility to establish the
extent of Smith’s debts to his predecessors, and Dugald Stewart prob-
ably had the right of it when he remarked that ‘After all, perhaps the
merit of such a work as Mr Smith’s is to be estimated less from the
novelty of the principles it contains, than from the reasonings employed
to support these principles, and from the scientific manner in which they
are unfolded in their proper order and connexion’ (Stewart, IV.26).
While Stewart duly noted that Smith had made an original contribution
to the subject it need not surprise us to discover that the WN (like the
TMS) may also represent a great synthetic performance whose real
distinction was to exhibit a ‘systematical view of the most important
articles of Political Economy’ (Stewart, IV.27); a systematical view whose
content shows a clear development both from Smith’s state of knowledge
as it existed in the 1760s, and from that represented by the Physiocrats
as a School.® While it would be inappropriate to review here the pattern

by the appearance of the Philosophie Rurale, the first text-book of the School and a joint
production of Quesnay and Mirabeau.

Smith knew both men, while in addition his own commentary on the School (WN
IV.ix) shows a close knowledge of its main doctrines. It is also known from the contents
of Smith’s library that he had a remarkably complete collection of the main literature,
including copies of the Yournal de I’ Agriculture and a range of the Epemérides du Citoyen
which includes the first two (out of three) parts of Turgot’s Reflections on the Formation
and Distribution of Riches—a work which Turgot completed in 1766 when Smith was
resident in Paris. See H. Mizuta, Adam Smith’s Library (Cambridge, 1967).

In fact Turgot begins his account of the formation and distribution of riches in a way
with which Smith would have immediately sympathized: with a discussion of the divi-
sion of labour, exchange, and money, using this introductory section to confirm the
importance of a prior accumulation of stock. The real advance, however, came from
another source, and is the consequence of Turgot’s reformulation of the basic Quesnay
model in such a way as to permit him to employ a distinction between entrepreneurs
and wage labour in both the agrarian and manufacturing sectors. This distinction led on
to another in the sense that Turgot was able to offer a clear distinction between factors
of production (land, labour, capital) and to point the way towards a theory of returns
which included recognition of the point that profit could be regarded as a reward for the
risks involved in combining the factors of production. At the same time, Turgot intro-
duced a number of distinctions between the different employments of capital of a kind
which is very close to that later used by Smith, before going on to show that the returns
in different employments were necessarily interdependent and affected by the problems
of ‘net advantage’. While the account offered in the WN 1V.ix of the agricultural system
owes a good deal to Quesnay’s work, it may not be unimportant to notice that the
version which Smith expounded includes an allowance for wages, profit, and rent, dis-
tinctions which were not present in Quesnay’s original model.

The most exhaustive modern commentary on the physiocrats as a school is R. L.
Meek’s The Economics of Physiocracy (London, 1962). This book includes translations
of the main works: see also Quesnay’s Tableau Economigue, ed. M. Kuczynski and R. L.
Meek (London, 1972). The possible links between Turgot and Smith are explored by
P. D. Groenewegen in “Turgot and Adam Smith’, Scottish Yournal of Political Economy,
xvi (1969).

? The most comprehensive modern account of the content of Smith’s work is by
Samuel Hollander, The Economics of Adam Smith (Toronto, 1973).
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of this development in detail (a task which we have attempted to fulfill in
the notes to the text) it may be useful to delineate at least some of the
elements of the reformulated system albeit in the broadest terms.

The first three chapters of the WN begin with an examination of the
division of labour which closely follows the elaborate account provided
in the ED.1° The most obvious changes, as regards the latter document,
relate to the provision of a separate chapter linking the division of labour
to the extent of the market using an account which often parallels that
found in the two ‘fragments’, which W. R. Scott had thought to be
part of the Edinburgh Lectures.!! It is also interesting to note that the
discussion of inequality is omitted from the WN and that the argument
as a whole is no longer prefaced by a statement of the thesis of ‘natural
wants’. The following chapter is also recognizably a development of the
earlier work, and deals with the inconveniences of barter, the advan-
tages of the metals as a medium of exchange, and the necessity for coin-
age; the only major difference relates to arrangement in that the discussion
of money now precedes that of price. Chapter v, which leads on from the
previous discussion, does however break new ground in discussing the
distinction between real and nominal price. In this place Smith was anxious
to establish the point that while the individual very naturally measures
the value of his receipts in money terms, the real measure of welfare is
to be established by the money’s worth, where the latter is determined
by the quantity of products (i.e. labour commanded) which can be ac-
quired. In this chapter Smith was not so directly concerned with the
problem of exchange value as normally understood, so much as with
finding an invariable measure of value which would permit him to com-
pare levels of economic welfare at different periods of time. It was prob-
ably this particular perspective which led him to state but not to ‘solve’
the so-called ‘paradox of value’—a paradox which he had already ex-
plained in the Lectures.1?

Chapter vi leads on to a discussion of the component parts of the price
of commodities and once more breaks new ground in formally isolating
the three main factors of production and the three associated forms of
monetary revenue: rent, wages and profit. These distinctions are, of

10 Tn the WN, the division of labour was also associated with technical change, arising
from: improvements made by workmen as a consequence of their experience; inventions
introduced by the makers of machines, (once that has become a separate trade) and,
finally, inventions introduced by philosophers ‘whose trade it is, not to do any thing, but
to observe every thing’ (I.i.g). Of these, Smith considered that the first was likely to
be affected adversely by the consequences of the division of labour once it had attained
a certain level of development. See below, 39-40.

1t See R. L. Meck and A. S. Skinner, “The Development of Adam Smith’s Ideas on
the Division of Labour’, Economic Journal, Ixxxiii (1973).

12 For a particularly helpful comment on Smith’s treatment of value from this point
of view, see M, Blaug, Economic Theory in Retrospect (London, 1964), 48-52.
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course, of critical importance, and perhaps Smith’s acute awareness of
the fact is reflected in his ‘anxiety to show how easily they may be con-
fused. Chapter vii then proceeds to discuss the determinants of price,
developing ideas already present in the Lectures but in the more sophisti-
cated form appropriate to the three-fold factor division. This section of
Smith’s work is perhaps among the best from a purely analytical point
of view, and is quite remarkable for the formality with which the argument
unfolds. For example, the analysis is explicitly static in that Smith takes
as given certain rates of factor payment (the ‘natural’ rates), treating the
factors as stocks rather than flows. Smith’s old concept of ‘natural price’
is then redefined as obtaining when a commodity can be sold at a price
which covers the natural rates of rent, wages, and profits, i.e. its cost of
production. Market price, on the other hand, (the ‘actual’ price) is shown
to be determined by specific relations of demand and supply while both
prices are interconnected in that any divergence of the market from the
natural price must raise or lower the rates of factor payment in relation
to their natural rates, thus generating a flow of factors which has the effect
of bringing the market and natural prices to equality.!?

The argument then proceeds to the discussion of those forces which
determine the ‘natural’ rates of return to factors. Chapter viii takes up the
problem of wages, and argues that this form of return is payable for the
use of a productive resource and normally arises where ‘the labourer is
one person, and the owner of the stock which employs him another’
(L.viii.x0). While making allowance for the relative importance of the

13 There are perhaps four features of Smith's treatment of price which may be of par-
ticular interest to the modern reader:
1. While Smith succeeds in defining an equilibrium condition he was obviously more
interested in the nature of the processes by virtue of which it was attained. Natural price
thus emerged as the ‘central price, to which the prices of all commodities are continually
gravitating’, whatever be the obstacles which prevent its actual attainment (Lvii.15).
2. Smith gives a good deal of attention to what might be called ‘natural’ impediments;
i.e. impediments associated with the nature of the economy (as distinct from ‘artificial’
obstacles which might be introduced by government action) in referring to such points
as the instability of agricultural output (L.vii.17), the importance of singularity of soil
or situation, spatial problems and secrets in manufacture.
3. Smith’s account may be seen to suggest that before the whole system can be in equi-
librium each commodity must be sold at its natural price and each factor paid in each
employment at its ‘natural’ rate. Any movement from this position can then be shown to
involve inter-related responses in the factor and commodity markets as a result of which
the trend towards equilibrium is sustained. Looked at from this point of view, Smith’s
argument has a dynamic aspect at least in the sense that he handles the consequences of
a given change (say in demand) as a continuously unfolding process.
4. ‘The discussion of price is linked to the analysis of the economy as a system in Book II
by throwing some light on the allocation of a given stock of resources amongst alternative
uses. At the same time, the analysis of Book II with its suggestion of a continuous cycle
of the purchase, consumption, and replacement of goods adds a further dimension to
the use of time in Lvii. For an interesting modern example of a problem of this kind
see W. J. Baumol, Economic Dynamics (2nd ed. New York, 1959), 67, where a time axis
is added to those dealing with price and quantity.
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bargaining position of the two parties, Smith concluded that the wage
rate would normally be determined by the size of the wages fund and
the supply of labour, where both are affected by the price of wage goods.

Now this argument means that the wage rate actually payable in a given
(annual) period may vary considerably (i.e. the prevailing or natural
rate of the theory of price) as compared to other such time periods, and
that it may be above, below, or equal to, the subsistence wage (where the
latter must be sufficient to maintain the labourer and his family, includ-
ing an allowance for customary expense). Smith illustrates these possi-
bilities in terms of the examples of advancing, stationary, and declining
economies, using this argument to suggest that whenever the prevailing
wage rate sinks below, or rises above, the subsistence wage, then in the
long run there will be a population adjustment.

Chapter ix shows the same basic features: that is, Smith sets out to
show why profit accrues and in so doing differentiates it from interest as
a category of return, while arguing that it is not a return for the work of
‘inspection and direction’ but rather for the risks involved in combining
the factors of production. Again, there is a ‘static’ element in that Smith,
while admitting the difficulty of finding an average rate of profit, argues
that some indication will be given by the rate of interest, and that the rate
of profit will be determined by the level of stock in relation to the busi-
ness to be transacted together with the prevailing wage rate. Once more
there is also a concern with the dynamics of the case, i.e. with the trend
of profits over time, the conclusion being that profits, like wages, would
tend to fall, as the number of capitals increases.

The following chapter is a direct development from the two which pre-
ceded it and is chiefly concerned with the ‘static’ aspects of the theory of
allocation and returns. In dealing with the theory of ‘net advantage’,
Smith provides a more elaborate account of the doctrine already found in
the Lectures, and there confined to the discussion of labour. In the present
context Smith dropped the assumption of given rates of factor payment
(as made at the beginning of I.vii) in explaining that rates of monetary
return may be expected to vary with the agreeableness or disagreeableness
of the work, the cost of learning a trade, the constancy or inconstancy of
employment, the great or small trust which may be involved, and the
probability or improbability of success. Of these it is argued that only
the first and the last affect profits, thus explaining the greater uniformity
of rates of return (as compared to wages) in different employments.
The whole purpose of the first section of this chapter is to elaborate on
the above ‘circumstances’ and to show, at least where there is perfect
liberty, that different rates of monetary return need occasion no differ-
ence in the ‘whole of the advantages and disadvantages, real or imaginary’
which affect different employments (1.x.b.39).
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In terms of the discussion of the price mechanism, we now have a
complex of rates of return in different employments and an equilibrium
situation where the rate of return in each type of employment stands
in such a relation to the others as to ensure that there is no tendency to
enter or leave any one of them. The same argument adds a further dimen-
sion of difficulty to Smith’s account of the allocative mechanism, by draw-
ing attention to the problem of moving between employments which
require different skills or levels of training.'4

Mobility is in fact the theme of the second part of the chapter where
(agam elaboratmg on ideas present in the Lectures) Smith shows the
various ways in which the policy of Europe prevented the equality of
‘advantages and disadvantages’ which would otherwise arise; citing such
examples as the privileges of corporations, the statute of apprenticeship,
public endowments and especially the poor law.

The closing chapter of Book I is concerned with the third and final
form of return—rent—and is among the longest and most complex of the
whole work. But perhaps the following points can be made when looking
at the chapter from the standpoint of Smith’s analytical system. First,
and most obviously, the general structure of the chapter is similar to
those which deal with wages and profit. That is, Smith initially tries
to explain what rent #s in suggesting that it is the price which must be
paid for a scarce resource which is a part of the property of individuals,
and in arguing that it must vary with the fertility and situation of the
land. Unlike the other forms of revenue, Smith emphasized that rent
was unique in that it accrued without necessarily requiring any effort
from those to whom it was due, and that what was a cost to the indi-
vidual farmer was really a surplus as far as society was concerned; a point
which led Smith to the famous statement that rent ‘enters into the com-
position of the price of commodities in a different way from wages and
profit. High or low wages and profit, are the causes of high or low price;
high or low rent is the effect of it.” (I.xi.a.8.)

Secondly, it is noteworthy that the analysis continues the ‘static’ theme
already found in the theory of price, wages, and profits, by concentrating
attention on the forces which determine the allocation of land between
alternative uses (such as the production of corn and cattle) and in sug-
gesting, at least in the general case, that rent payments would tend to
equality in these different uses.

14 While in general Smith seems to have considered that job mobility would be com-
paratxvely easy, it is evident that such movement might be difficult in cases where there
is a considerable capxtal invested in learning—thus settmg up distortions in the system
(which could take time to resolve-themselves) even in cases where there was perfect
liberty. Smith also drew attention to the problems of status and geographical mobility.
Citing as evidence the considerable differentials between London, Edinburgh, and their
envn'ons, in respect even of employments of a similar kind, he concluded that
‘man is of all sorts of luggage the most difficult to be transported’ (I.viii.31).
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Thirdly, it is noteworthy that Smith should have included a dynamic
perspective in the discussion of allocation, of such a kind as to make his
historical sketch of the changing pattern of land use an important, if rather
neglected, aspect of his general theory of economic development.

Finally, Smith continues the dynamic theme in the form in which it
appears in the previous chapters by considering the long term trends as
far as this form of return is concerned; the conclusion being that rent
payments must increase as more land is brought into use under the pres-
sure of a growing population, and that the real value of such payments
must rise given that the real price of manufactures tends to fall in the
long run.

If we look back over this Book from the (rather narrow) perspective of
Smith’s system, it will be evident that the argument is built up quite
logically by dealing with a number of separate but inter-related subjects
such as costs, price, and returns. At the same time two themes appear
to run through the treatment of the different subjects: a static theme in
that Smith is often concerned to explain the forces which determine the
prevailing rates of return at particular points in time, together with the
working of the allocative mechanisms, with factors treated as stocks rather
than as flows; and, secondly, a dynamic aspect where Smith considers
the general trends of factor payments over long periods, together with
the pattern of land use and the probable changes in the real value of wage
goods and manufactures. Both of these major themes were to find a
place in the analysis of the following Books.

The Introduction to Book II sets the theme of the following chapters
by taking the reader back to the division of labour and by re-iterating a point
which had already been made in the Lectures, namely that the division of
labour depends on the prior accumulation of stock. An important differ-
ence here, however, as compared to the Lectures, is to be found in the
fact that the task of accumulation is now seen to face the employer of
labour rather than the labourer himself. Chapter i then proceeds to elabor-
ate on the nature of stock and its applications in suggesting that the indi-
vidual may devote a part of his ‘stock’ to consumption purposes, and
therefore earn no revenue or income from it, while a part may be devoted
to the acquisition of income. In the latter case stock is divided, in the
manner of the physiocrats, into circulating and fixed capital; it is also
shown that different trades will require different combinations of the
two types of stock and that no fixed capital can produce an income except
when used in combination with a circulating capital.

Reasoning by analogy, Smith proceeded to argue that the stock of
society taken as a whole could be divided into the same basic parts. In
this connection he suggested that in any given period (such as a year)
there would be a certain stock of goods, both perishable and durable
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reserved for immediate consumption, one characteristic being that such
goods were used up at different rates. Secondly, he argued that society
as a whole would possess a certain fixed capital, where the latter in-
cluded such items as machines and useful instruments of trade, stocks of
buildings which were used for productive purposes, improved lands, and
the ‘acquired and useful abilities’ of the inhabitants (i.e. human capital).
Finally, he identified the circulating capital of society as including the
supply of money necessary to carry out circulation, the stocks of materials
and goods in process held by the manufacturers or farmers, and the
stocks of completed goods available for sale but still in the hands of pro-
ducers or merchants as distinct from their ‘proper’ consumers.

Such an argument is interesting in that it provides an example of the
ease with which Smith moved from the discussion of micro- to the dis-
cussion of macro-economic issues. At the same time it serves to
introduce Smith’s account of the ‘circular flow’, whereby he shows
how, within a particular time period, goods available for sale are used
up by the parties to exchange. In Smith’s terminology, the pat-
tern of events is such that the necessary purchases of goods by consumers
and producers features a ‘withdrawal’ from the circulating capital of
society, with the resulting purchases being used up during the current
period or added to either the fixed capital or the stock of goods reserved
for immediate consumption. As he pointed out, the constant withdrawal
of goods requires replacement, and this can be done only through the
production of additional raw materials and finished goods in both main
sectors (agriculture and manufactures) thus exposing the ‘real ex-
change which is annually made between those two orders of people’
(I1.i.28). The basic division into types of capital, and this particular way
of visualizing the working of the process, may well owe a great deal to the
Physiocrats, even if the basic sectoral division had already been suggested
by Hume.

The remaining chapters of the Book are basically concerned to elaborate
on the relations established in the first. For example, chapter ii makes
the division into classes (proprietors, undertakers, wage-labour) explicit
and establishes another connection with the analysis of Book I by remind-
ing the reader that if the price of each commodity taken singly compre-
hends payments for rent, wages, and profits, then this must be true of all
commodities taken ‘complexly’, so that in any given (annual) period
aggregate income must be divided between the three factors of produc-
tion in such a way as to reflect the prevailing levels of demand for, and
supply of, them. Once again we find an implicit return to the ‘static’
analysis of Book I, save at a macro-economic level. The relationship
between output and income adds something to Smith’s general picture
of the ‘circular flow’ and at the same time enabled him to expand on his
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account by drawing a distinction between gross and net aggregate output
where the latter is established by deducting the cost of maintaining the
fixed capital (together with the costs of maintaining the money supply)
from the gross product. In this way Smith was able to indicate the desir-
ability of reducing the maintenance costs of the fixed capital, and of the
money supply (a part of society’s circulating capital), introducing by this
means the discussion of paper money (a cheaper instrument than coin)
and of banks. The chapter goes on to provide a very long account of
Scottish affairs in the 1760s and 1770s, together with a history of the
Bank of England. Law’s Bank is accorded a single paragraph, in contrast
to the treatment in the Lectures, on the ground that its activities had
already been adequately exposed by Messrs. DuVerney and DuTot. The
Bank of Amsterdam, also mentioned in the conclusion of this chapter and
in the Lectures, was accorded a separate digression in WN IV.iv.

The third chapter of the Book elaborates still further on the basic model
by introducing a distinction between income in the aggregate and the pro-
portion of that income devoted to consumption (revenue) or to savings.
Smith also introduced the famous distinction between productive and
unproductive labour at this point, where the former is involved in the
creation of commodities and therefore of income while the latter is in-
volved in the provision of services. Smith does not, of course, deny that
services (such as defence or justice) are useful or even necessary, he
merely wished to point out that the labour which is involved in the pro-
vision of a service is always maintained by the industry of other people
and that it does not directly contribute to aggregate output. Smith’s argu-
ment was of course that funds intended to function as a capital would
always be devoted to the employment of productive labour, while those
intended to act as a revenue might maintain either productive or unpro-
ductive labour. Two points arise from this argument: first, that the pro-
ductive capacity of any society would depend on the proportion in which
total income was distributed between revenue and capital; and, secondly,
that capitals could only be increased through parsimony, i.e. through a
willingness to forego present advantages with a view to attaining some
greater future benefit. It was in fact Smith’s view that net savings would
always be possible during any given annual period, and that the effort
would always be made through man’s natural desire to better his condi-
tion. Moreover, he evidently believed that wherever savings were made
they would be converted into investment virtually sur le champ (thus
providing another parallel with Turgot) and that the rapid progress which
had been made by England confirmed this general trend. In Book II
economic dynamics begins to overshadow the static branch of the sub-
ject: an important reminder that Smith’s version of the ‘circular flow’
is to be seen as a spiral of constantly expanding dimensions, rather than
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as a circle of constant size. It is also worth emphasizing in this connection
that Smith’s concern with economic growth takes us back in a sense to
the oldest part of the edifice, namely his treatment of the division of labour,
the point being that the increasing size of the market gives greater scope
to this institution, thus enhancing the possibilities for expansion, which
are further stimulated by technical change in the shape of the flow of
invention (1.i.8).

The fourth and fifth chapters of this book offer further insights into the
working of the ‘flow’ on the one hand, and the theory of economic growth
on the other. ILiv, for example, contains not only an account of the
determinants of interest, but confirms that interest is distinct from
profit as a form of return, while introducing the monied interest as some-
thing separate from the manufacturing and agricultural interests.

The following chapter adds four additional uses for capitals (again
providing a close parallel with Turgot) in stating that they may be used
in the wholesale or retail trades in addition to all those above mentioned.
Thus as far as our understanding of the circular flow is concerned, Smith
argues that the retailer in purchasing from the wholesale merchant in
effect replaces the capital which the latter had laid out in purchasing com-
modities for sale; purchases which had themselves contributed to replace
the capitals advanced by the farmers or manufacturers in creating them.
In the same way, the manufacturer, for example, in making purchases of
the instruments of trade replaces the outlay of some fellow ‘undertaker’
while his purchases of raw materials contribute to restore the capitals
laid out by the farmers on their production.!® Smith’s enumeration of the

15 It may be useful to give a ‘conjectural’ picture of the ‘circular flow’, by drawing some
of the elements of Smith’s argument together.

Smith’s theory of price has already established that since each commodity taken
singly must comprehend payments for rent, wages, and profits, this must be true of all
taken complexly (I1.ii.2 and see above, p. 25 n. 13). He therefore suggests a relationship
between aggregate output and income where the latter must be distributed between the
three major forms of return. Taking the year as the time period within which the working
of the system is to be examined, factors can be treated as stocks (as in the theory of
price) whose ordinary or natural rates (i.e. natural within the framework of the year)
are determined by current levels of demand and supply (a theme developed in the theory
of distribution). This income can be used for the purchase of consumption goods, in-
cluding services (thus generating a secondary source of income available for expenditure
in the current period) or in the form of a fixed or circulating capital. If we examine the
system from the standpoint of the beginning of the period in question, each group will
have an accumulated stock of goods intended for consumption, together with a certain
fixed capital representing acquired skills and useful abilities. The proprietors in addition
possess a capital which is fixed in the land while the entrepreneurs engaged in manu-
facture, agriculture, or trade, own a fixed capital embodied in their machines, imple-
ments, etc. In addition, we can assume at the beginning of the period, that the under-
takers and merchants have a stock of finished goods (consumption and investment goods)
which are available for sale in the current period, together with raw materials and work
in process—all of which make up a part of the circulating capital of society. Assume also
the undertakers have a certain nef income available for use in the current period. [continues]
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different employments of capital is also relevant as far as his theory of
growth is concerned, because each one can be shown to give employment
to different quantities of productive labour. While he had already observed
in the Lectures that agriculture was the most productive form of invest-
ment, the argument was here expanded to suggest that manufacture was
the next most productive, followed by the wholesale and retail trades. He
also argued with regard to the wholesale trade, that its contribution to
the maintenance of productive labour varied, in declining order of im-
portance, according as it was concerned with the home trade, the foreign
trade of consumption, or the carrying trade, where the critical factor was
the frequency of returns. A further dimension was added to this dis-
cussion in the opening chapter of Book III where it is suggested that,
when left to their own devices, men would naturally choose to invest in
agriculture, manufactures, and trade (in that order) thus contributing
to maximize the rate of growth by choosing those forms of investment
which generated the greatest level of output for a given injection of
capital.

Smith’s thesis concerning the different productivities of capital and
the associated (although logically distinct) argument concerning the
natural progress of opulence are sometimes regarded as being among the
less successful parts of the edifice; a fact which makes it all the more
important to observe the great burden which they are made to bear in
the subsequent argument. In Book III, for example, Smith uses the history
of Europe since the fall of the Roman Empire to confirm that the pattern
of development had inverted the ‘natural’ order, in the sense that the
stimulus to economic advance had initially come through the cities with

If the farmers transmit rent payments to the proprietors to secure the use of a pro-
ductive resource, this gives the latter group an income with which they can make the
necessary purchases of consumption and investment goods. The undertakers in both the
main sectors may then transmit to wage-labour the content of the wages fund, thus
generating an income which can be used to make purchases of consumption goods from
each sector. Similarly, the undertakers will make purchases from each other, thus generat-
ing a series of flows of money and goods within and between the sectors—with the whole
pattern carried on by the wholesale and retail trades. As a result of the complex of
transactions, the content of the circulating capital of society (as represented, in part, by
the stock of all goods available for sale) is withdrawn from the market and either added
to the social stock of consumption goods, or fixed capital, or used to replace items which
reached the end of their life during the present period, or used up within that period.
On the other hand, these goods are replaced by current productive activity, so that
the model taken as a whole admirably succeeds in its aim of elucidating the inter-
connections which exist between the parts of the machine. It is worth noting perhaps,
here as in the theory of price, that the emphasis is on the processes involved, rather than
on the formulation of equilibrium conditions. Indeed it would have been very difficuit for
Smith to formulate the conditions which would have to be met before the following
period could open under identical conditions to those which obtained at the beginning
of the period examined, (as for example Quesnay had done) if only because of the explicit
allowance made for goods which have different life-spans and for stocks of goods which
have different age structures.
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their trade in surpluses. As we shall see in another context, (below,
p- 55) the development of trade had given a stimulus to domestic
manufactures based on the refinement of local goods or on imitation of the
foreigner; a pattern of events which eventually impinged on the agrarian
sector, and which is made to explain the transition to the final economic
stage. Smith thus suggests that a process of development regarded as
‘natural’ from the standpoint of the theory of history, was essentially
‘unnatural’ from the standpoint of the analysis of the progress of opu-
lence. However, the argument does explain the position of the third Book
and the use there made of historical material which had been included
in the Lectures, where it had been mainly intended to serve a very different
purpose to that found in the WN.

The second main application of the thesis is in Book IV where Smith
returns to a theme which had already figured prominently in the Lectures;
the critique of mercantilism. Many of the points which had been made
in the earlier work undoubtedly re-appear in this section of the WN.
In the WN, the mercantile system, with its associated patterns of control
over the import, export, and production of commodities, is again shown
to be based on an erroneous notion of wealth. Smith also argues, as he
had before, that the chief engines of mercantilism, such as monopoly
powers, adversely affect the allocative mechanism and to this extent
affect economic welfare. But the main burden of his argument concern-
ing distortion in the use of resources runs in terms not of the static allo-
cative mechanism, so much as the essentially dynamic theory of the
natural progress of opulence, the argument being that mercantile policy
had diverted stock to less productive uses, with slower returns, than would
otherwise have been the case. This argument is particularly marked in
Smith’s treatment of the colonial relationship with America; a relation-
ship which was central to the mercantile system as presented by Smith,
and which sought to create a self-sufficient economic unit.}¢ In this
connection Smith argued that the mercantile system was essentially self-
contradictory: that by encouraging the output of rude products in Amer-
ica, Great Britain had helped (unwittingly) only to accelerate an already
rapid rate of growth to an extent which would inevitably make the restric-
tions imposed on American manufactures unduly burdensome. As far
as Great Britain was concerned, Smith believed that her concentration
on the American market had in effect drawn capital from trades carried
on with European outlets and diverted it to the more distant one of
America, while at the same time forcing a certain amount of capital from
a direct to an indirect trade. Obviously, all of this must have had an ad-
verse effect on the rate of economic growth in Great Britain; a matter of

15 See D. N. Winch, Classical Political Economy and the Colonies (London, 1965),
chapter 2.
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some moment, in that, as Smith represents the case, a country with a sub-
optimal rate of growth happened to face an increasing burden of costs
from the colonies themselves. It is a plausible, powerful, thesis which may
be defended on a variety of grounds other than those on which Smith
relied. But, as one shrewd contemporary critic noted, Smith’s view on
the different productivities of investment was central to his case, and he
begged leave to arrest his steps ‘for a moment, while we examine the
ground whereon we tread: and the more so, as I find these propositions
used in the second part of your work as data; whence you endeavour to
prove, that the monopoly of the colony trade is a disadvantageous . . . insti-
tution.’?

The Role of the State

While the immediately preceding sections have concentrated to a
large extent on the structure and organization of Smith’s thought, perhaps
enough has also been said regarding its content to illustrate the existence
of another kind of ‘system’; an analytical system which treats the economy
as a type .of model analogous to some kind of machine whose parts are
unconscious of their mutual connection, or of the end which their inter-
action serves to promote, but where that interaction is governed by the
laws of the machine. In economic terms, these law-governed processes
refer, for example, to the working of the allocative mechanism, the
theory of distribution, or of economic growth. The components of the
‘model’ are of course the sectors, the classes, and the individuals whose
pursuit of gain contributes to the effective working of the whole. Thus,
for example, the undertaker in pursuit of gain contributes to economic
efficiency by endeavouring to make ‘such a proper division and distribu-
tion of stock’ amongst his workmen as to enable them to ‘produce the
greatest quantity of work possible’. The individual workman or under-
taker offers his services in the most lucrative employments and helps to
ensure, by this means, that goods are sold at their cost of production, and
all factors are paid at their ‘natural’ rates. Similarly, the constant desire
to better one’s condition contributes to the flow of savings and thus to the
process of economic growth. In all these cases social benefit and economic
order are the result of the self-interested actions of individuals rather
than the consequences of some formal plan; indeed, Smith went further
in insisting that public benefit would not and need not form any part of
the normal motivation of the main actors in the drama. The famous
doctrine of the invisible hand, already prefigured in the TMS in pre-

37 4 Letter from Governor Pownall to Adam Smith, L.L.D. F.R.S. (London, 1776), 23:
cf. Winch, op. cit., 8—9.
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cisely this connection, was designed to show that the individual, in pur-
suing his own objectives, contributed to the public benefit, thereby
promoting an end ‘which was no part of his intention’ (WN IV.ii.g).18

Now this general view of the working of economic processes is important
in that it helps to explain the functions which any government ought
ideally to undertake, and the way in which these functions should be
performed; broadly speaking, a subject which provides the focal point
of Book V. In terms of the model itself, for example, governments have
no strictly economic functions, at least in the sense that the sovereign should
be discharged from ‘the duty of superintending the industry of private
people, and of directing it towards the employments most suitable to the
interest of the society’ (IV.ix.51). And yet, the functions of the state,
if minimal, are quite indispensable in the sense that it must provide for
such (unproductive) services as defence, justice, and those public works
which are unlikely to be provided by the market because ‘the profit
could never repay the expence to any individual or small number of
individuals’ (IV.ix.51).

Smith’s list of public services is a short one, but the discussion of the
principles on which their provision should be organized is developed at
some length and is interesting for two main reasons. First, Smith argued
that public services should be provided only where the market has failed
to do so; secondly, he suggested that the main problems with regard to
such services were those of equity and efficiency. With regard to equity,
Smith suggested, for example, that public services should always be paid
for by those who use them (including roads and bridges). He also defended
the principle of direct payment on the ground of efficiency in arguing
that it is only in this way that we can avoid the building of roads through
deserts for the sake of some private interest, or a situation where a great
bridge is ‘thrown over a river at a place where nobody passes, or merely
to embellish the view from the windows of a neighbouring palace: things
which sometimes happen, in countries where works of this kind are carried
on by any other revenue than that which they themselves are capable of
affording’ (V.i.d.6). At the same time Smith insisted that all public ser-

18 It is interesting to observe that the solitary example of the ‘invisible hand’ which
occurs in the WN does so in the context of the thesis concerning the natural progress
of opulence. It is remarked in IV.ii.g that:

As every individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he can both to employ his
capital in the support of domestick industry, and so to direct that industry that its
produce may be of the greatest value; every individual necessarily labours to render
the annual revenue of the society as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither
intends to promote the 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.
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vices should be provided by such bodies as found it in their interest to
do so effectively, and that they should be organized in such a way as to
take account of the self-interested nature of man. Smith stated his basic
belief in remarking that ‘Publick services are never better performed
than when their reward comes only in consequence of their being per-
formed, and is proportioned to the diligence employed in performing
them’ (V.i.b.20). He tirelessly emphasized this point, especially in refer-
ence to university teaching, while reminding his readers that the principle
held good in all situations and in all trades.

Of course, Smith did recognise the limitations of this principle and the
fact that it would not always be possible to fund or to maintain public
services without recourse to general taxation. But here again the main
features of the analytical system are relevant in that they affect the way
in which taxation should, where possible, be handled. Thus Smith pointed
out on welfare grounds that taxation should be imposed according to the
famous canons of equality, certainty, convenience, and economy, and
insisted that they should not be levied in ways which infringed the liberty
of the subject—for example, through the ‘odious visits’ and examinations
of the tax-gatherer (V.ii.b.3—7). Similarly he argued that ideally taxes
ought not to interfere with the allocative mechanism (as for example,
taxes on necessities) or constitute important disincentives to the individual
effort on which the working of the whole system has been seen to
depend (such as taxes on profits). In short, Smith’s recommendations with
regard to the functions of government are designed to ensure the freedom
of the individual to pursue his own (socially beneficial) ends and merely
require that the state should provide such services as facilitate the
working of the system, while conforming to the constraints of human
nature and the market mechanism. Looked at from this point of view,
Smith’s discussion of the role of the state is very much a part of his
general model and confirms his view that the task of political economy,
considered as a part of the science of the statesman or legislator, is ‘to
provide a plentiful revenue or subsistence for the people, or more properly
to enable them to provide such a revenue or subsistence for themselves’
(IV.Intro.1).

But Smith went much further than this in discussing the role of the
state, and in ways which remind us of his essentially practical concerns,
and of the importance of other branches of his general system such
as the theory of history and the TMS,

To begin with, it will already be evident that one thread which runs
through the WN involves criticism of those contemporary institutions
which impeded the realization in its entirety of the system of natural
liberty. Broadly speaking, these impediments can be reduced to four
main categories each one of which Smith wished to see removed. First,
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there is the problem (already raised in terms of the historical analysis)
that ‘Laws frequently continue in force long after the circumstances,
which first gave occasion to them, and which could alone render them
reasonable, are no more’ (IILii.4). Secondly, Smith drew attention to
certain institutions which had their origins in the past but which still
commanded active support; institutions such as guilds and corporations,
which could still regulate the government of trades. All such arrangements
were, in Smith’s view émpolitic because they impeded the working of the
allocative mechanism and wnjust because they were a ‘violation of this
most sacred property’ which ‘every man has in his own labour’ (I.x.c.12).
In a very similar way Smith commented on the problems presented by
the poor law and the laws of settlement and summarized his appeal to
government in these terms: ‘break down the exclusive privileges of
corporations, and repeal the statute of apprenticeship, both which are
real encroachments upon natural liberty, and add to these the repeal of
the law of settlements ...’ (IV.ii.42). Thirdly, Smith criticised the con-
tinuing use of positions of privilege, such as monopoly powers, which did
not necessarily have any particular link with the past. Here again the basic
theme remains, that such institutions are impolitic and unjust: unjust
because they are positions of privilege and impolitic because they again
affect the working of the allocative mechanism, being besides, ‘a great
enemy to good management’ (I.xi.b.5).

Finally, we have the main theme of Book IV which we have already
had occasion to mention; that is Smith’s call for a reform of national
policy in so far as that was represented by the mercantile system.

All this amounts to a very considerable programme of reform, although,
quite characteristically, Smith recognized that reality would fall a long
way short of perfection, and that it could do so without damage to that
fundamental drive to better our condition or to the capacity of that drive
to overcome ‘a hundred impertinent obstructions with which the folly
of human laws too often encumbers its operations’ (IV.v.b.43). Smith
recognized the existence of many practical difficulties; that people are
attached to old forms and institutions for example, quite as much as to
old families and kings, and also that sectional economic pressures would
always find some means of influencing the legislature in their favour,
precisely because of those same economic forces which helped to explain
the historical dominance of the House of Commons in England.?® For such

% Smith’s concern with sectional economic pressures is to be found throughout the
WN; in the discussion of the regulation of wages, for example (I.x.c.61) and in his ascrip-
tion of undue influence on colonial policy to mercantile groups (IV.vii.b.49). He referred
frequently to the ‘clamourous importunity of partial interests’ and in speaking of the
growth of monopoly pointed out that government policy ‘has so much increased the
number of some particular tribes of them, that, like an overgrown standing army, they
have become formidable to the government, and upon many occasions intimidate the
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reasons he concluded that “T'o expect, indeed, that the freedom of trade
should ever be entirely restored in Great Britain, is as absurd as to expect
that an Oceana or Utopia should ever be established in it’ (IV.ii.43).

If points such as these contribute to qualify the rather ‘optimistic’
thesis with which Smith is generally associated, the impression is further
confirmed by those passages in the WN (occurring mainly in Book V)
which bear more directly on the analysis of the TMS. In the former
work, it will be remembered that welfare is typically defined in material
terms; in terms of the level of real income, i.e. the extent to which the
individual can command the produce (or labour) of others. On the other
hand, in the philosophical work welfare was defined more in terms of the
quality of life attainable, where ‘quality’ refers to a level of moral experience
greater than that involved in the ‘mercenary exchange of good offices
according to an agreed valuation’. There is of course no inconsistency
between these two positions, since the two major books, while analytic-
ally linked, in fact refer to different areas of human experience. But at the
same time Smith made a number of points in the WN which establish
an important link between the philosophical and economic aspects of his
study of man in society, while constituting a reminder that welfare should
not be considered solely in economic terms. In this connection Smith
drew attention to the fact that the worker in a ‘large manufactory’ was
liable to the temptations of bad company with consequent effects on moral
standards (I.viii.48). In the same vein he also mentioned the problems
presented by large cities where, unlike the rich man who is noticed by
the public and who therefore has an incentive to attend to his own conduct,
the poor man is ‘sunk in obscurity and darkness. His conduct is observed
and attended to by nobody, and he is therefore very likely to neglect it
himself, and to abandon himself to every sort of low profligacy and vice.’
(V.ig.12))

To this extent, the importance of the spectator is undermined, and so
too may be those faculties and propensities on which moral experience has
been seen to depend (a separate point). For Smith drew attention to the
‘fact’ that the division of labour which had contributed to economic growth
through the subdivision and simplification of productive processes, had
at the same time confined the activities of the worker to a few simple
operations which gave no stimulus to the exercise of his mind, thus widen-
ing the gulf between the philosopher and the ordinary man or his em-
ployer. Smith believed that the worker could lose the habit of mental
exertion, thus gradually becoming as ‘stupid and ignorant as it is possible

legislature.” (IV.ii.43.) The point helps to explain Smith’s recurring theme that legis-
lative proposals emanating from members of this class ‘ought never to be adopted till
after having been long and carefully examined, not only with the most scrupulous, but
with the most suspicious attention’ (L.xi.p.10).
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for a human creature to become’ and he went on, in a famous passage, to
remark:

The torpor of his mind renders him, not only incapable of relishing or bearing
a part in any rational conversation, but of conceiving any generous, noble, or
tender sentiment, and consequently of forming any just judgment concern-
ing many even of the ordinary duties of private life. (V.i.f.50)

As Smith duly noted, this general trend could produce the apparently
paradoxical result that while the inhabitants of the fourth economic stage
enjoyed far greater material benefits than those available to the hunter or
savage, yet the latter would be more likely to exercise his mental faculties
and to this extent be ‘better off’ (V.if.51). Smith recognized that the
occupations of the savage were unlikely to produce an ‘improved and
refined understanding’, but his main point was that in the modern state
this refinement can only be attained by the few who are able to reflect
at large on a wide range of problems, including the social. As Smith put
it, in a passage which once again reminds us of the importance of the
Astronomy and of the problems of stratification in society:

The contemplation of so great a variety of objects necessarily exercises their
minds in endless comparisons and combinations, and renders their under-
standings, in an extraordinary degree, both acute and comprehensive. Unless
those few, however, happen to be placed in some very particular situations,
their great abilities, though honourable to themselves, may contribute very
little to the good government or happiness of their society. Notwithstanding
the great abilities of those few, all the nobler parts of the human character may
be, in a great measure, obliterated and extinguished in the great body of the
people. (V.if.51)

Smith’s belief that the ‘labouring poor, that is, the great body of the
people’ (V.if.50) might suffer a kind of ‘mental mutilation’ led him
directly to the discussion of education. To some extent he argued that
market forces had proved themselves capable of the effective provision
of this service, especially with regard to the education of women (V.i.f.47),
and he also noted that it was the absence of such pressures which had
enabled the ancient universities to become ‘the sanctuaries in which ex-
ploded systems and obsolete prejudices’ had found support and protec-
tion (V.if.34). Yet at the same time, he did not believe that the public
could rely on the market, not least because the lower orders could scarce
afford to maintain their children even in infancy, and he went on to note,
with regard to the children of the relatively poor, that ‘As soon as they
are able to work, they must apply to some trade by which they can earn
their subsistence’ (V.i.f.53). Smith therefore advocated the provision of
parish schools on the Scottish model wherein the young could be taught
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to read and to acquire the rudiments of geometry and mechanics—pro-
vided of course that their masters were ‘partly, but not wholly paid by the
publick’ (V.if.55). Smith even went so far as to suggest that the public
should #mpose ‘upon almost the whole body of the people the necessity
of acquiring those most essential parts of education, by obliging every
man to undergo an examination or probation in them before he can obtain
the freedom in any corporation, or be allowed to set up any trade’
(V.i£.57). Smith also advocated that the better off, despite their superior
(economic) advantages in acquiring education, should be required to
attain a rather higher standard of knowledge ‘by instituting some sort
of probation, even in the higher and more difficult sciences, to be under-
gone by every person before he was permitted to exercise any liberal
profession, or before he could be received as a candidate for any honour-
able office of trust or profit’ (V.i.g.14).

Such policies were defended on the ground of benefit to the individual,
but also for more practical reasons. The labourer armed with a know-
ledge of the rudiments of geometry and mechanics was likely to be
better placed to perform his tasks effectively and to continue to see how
they could be improved. Similarly, Smith suggested that an educated
people would be better placed to see through the interested claims of
faction and sedition, while in addition an ‘instructed and intelligent
people . . . are always more decent and orderly than an ignorant and
stupid one’. Such a people, he continued (in a strain which reminds us of
the importance of the earlier discussion of political obligation) are also
more likely to obtain the respect of their ‘lawful superiors’ and to recipro-
cate that respect. He concluded:

In free countries, where the safety of government depends very much upon
the favourable judgment which the people may form of its conduct, it must
surely be of the highest importance that they should not be disposed to judge
rashly or capriciously concerning it. (V.i.£.61)

In this way Smith granted the state an important cultural purpose and
at the same time introduced a significant qualification to the optimistic
thesis with which he is often associated—both with regard to the efficacy
of market forces and the benefits of economic growth.

The Institutional Relevance of the WN

The attractions of Smith’s system, and of an analysis which stretched
even beyond the WN to encompass his other works, was quickly recog-
nized by contemporaries. A stream of tributes found their way to Smith.
Hugh Blair, the erstwhile Minister of the High Kirk of Edinburgh and
later Professor of Rhetoric and Belles Lettres at the University wrote:
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1 am Convinced that since Montesquieu’s Esprit des Lois, Europe has not
received any Publication which tends so much to Enlarge & Rectify the ideas
of mankind.

Your Arrangement is excellent. One chapter paves the way for another; and
your System gradually erects itself. Nothing was ever better suited than your
Style is to the Subject; clear & distinct to the last degree, full without being
too much so, and as tercly as the Subject could admit. Dry as some of the
Subjects are, It carried me along.2°

William Robertson was more to the point: ‘You have formed into a
regular and consistent system one of the most intricate and important
parts of political science.’?! In similar vein Joseph Black commended
Smith for providing ‘...a comprehensive System composed with such
just & liberal Sentiments’.22 Lastly, some eighteen months later Edward
Gibbon described the WN as ‘the most profound and systematic treatise
on the great objects of trade and revenue which had ever been pub-
lished in any age or in any Country.’?

Unstinted admiration of Smith’s system was accompanied by a fear,
not always clearly expressed, that the work might not prove to have an
immediate appeal, a fear based on an appreciation that the WN is not a
simple but a difficult and involved book. With some feeling Hugh Blair
pled for an index and a ‘Syllabus of the whole’, because, “You travel
thro’ a great Variety of Subjects. One has frequently occasion to reflect
& look back.’ (Letter 151.) David Hume looked forward to a day which
he, within months of his death, was not to see, when the book would be
popular, but he was less sanguine about its immediate prospects:

... the Reading of it necessarily requires so much Attention, and the Public
is disposed to give so little, that I shall still doubt for some time of its being at
first very popular: But it has Depth and Solidity and Acuteness, and it is so
much illustrated by curious Facts, that it must at last take the public Atten-
tion,

A week later Hume offered a comparison with Gibbon’s Decline and Fall
to William Strahan, the publisher of both, a comparison not altogether
in favour of the WN: ‘Dr Smith’s Performance is another excellent Work
that has come from your Press this Winter; but I have ventured to tell
him, that it requires too much thought to be as popular as Mr Gibbon’s.’?
Even on publication, there were signs that Hume was unduly pessimistic.
In his reply Strahan, while concurring with Hume’s comparison, admitted
that the sales of the WN ‘though not near so rapid, has been more than I

20 [ etter 151 addressed to Smith, dated 3 April 1776.

21 ] etter 153, 8 April 1776. 2 Letter 152, April 1776.

2 Letter 187, 26 November 1777. % Letter 150, t April 1776.
35 ], Y. T. Greig (ed.), The Letters of David Hume (Oxford, 1932), ii.314.
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could have expected from a work that requires much thought and reflec-
tion’.?® Adam Ferguson’s more optimistic predictions were nearer
the mark: ‘You are not to expect the run of a novel, nor even of a true
history; but you may venture to assure your booksellers of a steady and
continual sale, as long as people wish for information on these subjects.’??

In the event the fears of lack of immediate success were ill-founded.
The first edition of the WN, published on g March 1776, was sold out
in six months. On 13 November 1776 Smith wrote to William Strahan
acknowledging payment of a sum of £300, the balance of money due to
him for the first edition, and proposed that the second edition ‘be printed
at your [Strahan’s] expense, and that we should divide the profits’.28
Strahan agreed and the second edition appeared early in 1778. Only minor
amendments, though many of them, distinguished it from the first; but
the third edition, published late in 1784, had such substantial additions
that they were also published separately for the benefit of those who had
purchased the earlier editions, under the title Additions and Corrections
to the First and Second Editions of Dr Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. The most notable changes were the
introduction of Book IV, chapter viii (Conclusion of the Mercentile
System); Book V, chapter i.e. (Of the Public Works and Institutions
which are necessary for facilitating particular Branches of Commerce);
passages on drawbacks (IV.iv.3-11), on the corn bounty (IV.v.8—g), on
the herring bounty (IV.v.28-37) and the Appendix; and, particularly
significant in view of Hugh Blair’s early plea, the first index. The fourth
edition of 1786 and the fifth of 1789, the last in Smith’s lifetime, had only
minor alterations. The English editions were not the only ones to appear
in Smith’s lifetime; by 1790 the book had been, or was being published in
French, German, Danish and Italian.

The WN did not suffer the fate which befell the previous great treatise
on economics, Sir James Steuart’s Principles of Political Oeconomy, pub-
lished only nine years earlier in 1767. Its success, judged even merely by
its level of sales and the five editions in Smith’s lifetime, hardly accorded
with some of the fears for the book’s popularity which tinged the other-
wise unbounded admiration of Smith’s friends. In welcoming the WN
the members of Smith’s intellectual circle faced a dilemma. They were
attracted by the WN as the crown of Smith’s system, but they feared that
great achievement would not, perhaps even could not, be generally and
immediately appreciated. There was, however, another side to the WN,
a more pragmatic, down to earth side, which gave the work a practical

36 Letter from William Strahan to David Hume, dated 12 April 1776 (Hume MSS.
Royal Society of Edinburgh).

27 Letter 154, 18 April 1776.

28 1 etter 179.
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relevance in the eyes of many to whom the intellectual system was perhaps
a mystery or merely irrelevant. Smith’s friends did not always recognize
that his ‘proper attention to facts’, even to Hume’s ‘curious facts’, was
to prove an immediate source of attraction. Having gained attention in
this way, Smith then commanded respect because the practical conclu-
sions which followed from the chief elements of his system were evidently
related to the economic problems of the middle of the eighteenth century.
These practical conclusions may be demonstrated by casting leading ele-
ments in Smith’s system in the form of a series of practical prescriptions
for economic growth. When the prescriptions are compared with the
historical situation in Britain in the mid-eighteenth century, their im-
mediate relevance is apparent. The various categories of Smith’s system
had thus an institutional content or background derived from the ex-
perience of his day, which many admired and followed even when the
system and its categories remained difficult for them to understand.

The division of labour remained central to this institutional analysis.

Even when Smith recognized the theoretical possibility of the operation
of other factors—an increased labour force or mechanization—the division
of labour remained in practice the fundamental cause of economic growth.
The empbhasis is clear in Book IT where, as has already been pointed out
(p. 30), economic dynamics begins to overshadow economic statics, specific-
ally in IL.iii.32:
The annual produce of the land and labour of any nation can be increased in
its value by no other means, but by increasing either the number of its produc-
tive labourers, or the productive powers of those labourers who had before been
employed. The number of its productive labourers, it is evident, can never be
much increased, but in consequence of an increase of capital, or of the funds
destined for maintaining them. The productive powers of the same number
of labourers cannot be increased, but in consequence either of some addition
and improvement to those machines and instruments which facilitate and abridge
labour; or of a more proper division and distribution of employment. In either
case an additional capital is almost always required. It is by means of an addi-
tional capital only that the undertaker of any work can either provide his work-
men with better machinery, or make a more proper distribution of employment
among them.

Given that the division of labour remained the key to economic growth
its full effectiveness was limited by an inadequate expansion of the market
and by an inadequate supply of capital. An inadequate supply of capital
also limited the effectiveness of those other influences—increased quantity
of labour and mechanization—which Smith recognized as theoretical, if
not practical causes of economic expansion. The distinction between
productive and unproductive labour had led to the conclusion that growth
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of capital depended on the most extensive use of funds in the employ-
ment of productive labour. Smith then developed his system to determine
those fields where productive labour was most effectively employed and
the conclusions, derived in this way from his analytical framework, had
highly institutional implications, for they indicated the areas where growth
was to be welcomed and encouraged. That was guidance for the practical
man.? Three propositions from II.v make the order of preference clear:

No equal capital puts into motion a greater quantity of productive labour than
that of the farmer. (12)

After agriculture, the capital employed in manufactures puts into motion the
greatest quantity of productive labour, and adds the greatest value to the an-
nual produce. That which is employed in the trade of exportation, has the least
effect of any of the three. (19)

The capital, therefore, employed in the home-trade of any country will gener-
ally give encouragement and support to a greater quantity of productive labour
in that country, and increase the value of its annual produce more than an
equal capital employed in the foreign trade of consumption: and the capital
employed in this latter trade has in both these respects a still greater advantage
over an equal capital employed in the carrying trade. (31)

Such were the practical conclusions to which the theory led and, since
the desirable allocation was to be achieved through ‘the uniform, constant,
and uninterrupted effort of every man to better his condition’, the im-
plication was obvious: government intervention had to be restrained,
especially when it was possible to demonstrate, as in Book IV, that inter-
vention was usually exercised on behalf of those vested interests which
perverted the natural course of opulence. Well might Hugh Blair exclaim:

You have done great Service to the World by overturning all that interested
Sophistry of Merchants, with which they had Confounded the whole Subject

2 Smith’s friends recognized this aspect but were faintly worried by it. Hugh Blair
felt that some parts of the book, notably the discussion on the American colonies, might
well be left out because they made the book ‘like a publication for the present moment’
(Letter 151), and Hume was aware that it had the attraction of offering ‘curious facts’
{Letter 150). Whatever the estimates of Blair or Hume of the practical aspect of the WN,
it was a side which attracted a wider readership. A perceptive reviewer in an otherwise
uninformative and brief notice in the Scots Magazine (xxxviii (1776) 205-6) assessed
the twin attractions more equally and more fairly:

Few writers . . , have united a proper attention to facts with a regular and scientific

investigation of principles . .. [Smith] has taken an extensive and connected view of

the several subjects in which the wealth of nations is concerned; and from an happy
union of fact and theory has deduced a system, which, we apprehend, is on the whole
more satisfactory, and rests on better grounds, than any which had before been offered
to the public.
Hume, Blair, the reviewer in the Scots Magazine, each in his own and different way,
recognized both the intellectual attraction of a comprehensive and systematic analysis
and the additional attraction of a valid interpretation of contemporary events and problems.
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of Commerce. Your work ought to be, and I am persuaded will in some degree
become, the Commercial Code of Nations. (Letter 151)

Even a cursory survey of the major economic characteristics of Britain
in the eighteenth century confirms the contemporary relevance of Smith’s
emphases. He advocated for example the desirability of encouraging
agriculture because of the superior productivity of capital invested in it.
To the practical man, whether he appreciated the full logic of Smith’s
analysis or not, the advocacy struck a responsive chord, since the main
source of economic advance in Britain in the mid-eighteenth century lay
in agriculture. Of that no one was unaware. Poor harvests and high prices
benefited no one, obviously not industrial workers, and not the majority
of farmers. Only a few specialist grain growers expected to reap the profits
of scarcity and any potential gain was frequently eroded by the prohibi-
tions on the use of grain for purposes other than the making of bread in
times of scarcity and, more dramatically, by the activities of bread rioters.
Hence a modern historian has described the period as one when ‘the com-
ing of dearth was sufficient in itself to halt, or reverse, an upward movement
of activity’.% This restraint on increasing wealth was at last being tackled
in the eighteenth century. Contemporaries, as well as later historians,
disputed the significance and effectiveness of the specific agricultural
improvements which brought the change to fruition, but, even when the
method was disputed, the end was plain. The age-old spectre of famine
was removed for the first time, and secure economic advance was possible.
That was a dramatic change from the experience of many other countries.

A similar sympathetic response followed Smith’s evaluation of the form
and function of trade. Agriculture and commerce were the twin props
of the economy in the eyes of many contemporaries and Smith’s extensive
treatment of the latter reflected its domination of economic thought and
practice. More strikingly still, the pattern of foreign trade in the eighteenth
century was changing and so drew attention to the relevance of Smith’s
attempt to assess the comparative contributions to economic growth of
the different forms of trade. The relevance of the analysis is evident in
the changes in the pattern of both commodities and markets.

Woollen exports had long been the traditional staple, particularly to
European markets, which at the beginning of the eighteenth century took
over go per cent of the woollen goods exported. Thereafter, though Spain
and Portugal were taking more, other European countries were taking
less; the future lay less with Europe than in the past. Later in the eigh-
teenth century cotton assumed the role of leading export which wool
had once held, but it was dependent on non-European markets. Between
the two phases of domination by two different textile industries the

% T S, Ashton, Ecomomic Fluctuations in England, 1700-1800 {Oxford, 1959), 173.
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buoyant trading sector lay in re-exports, which had not been of great
significance until the second half of the seventeenth century, but by the
beginning of the eighteenth century re-exports were equal to half the level
of domestic exports. Sugar, tobacco, Indian calicos were the leading com-
modities, and their buoyancy reflected an economy which gained from a
commerce based more on Britain’s trading links than on the sale of domes-
tic production overseas, an economy in which it was impossible to deny
the paramount position, for good or ill, of overseas trade, and especially
of the carrying trade. Nowhere in Britain was that situation more evident
than in the economic structure of Glasgow in the third quarter of the
eighteenth century. The foreign trade of Scotland had been turning from
the continent of Europe to the New World even before the parliamentary
union of 1707 confirmed the move, and the protection afforded by the
Navigation Acts provided a firm and unfettered basis for Glasgow’s suc-
cess as an entrepot in the tobacco trade. Hence to read the practical dis-
cussion in Book IV of the WN, whether to accept or to reject its conclu-
sions, was to read an account highly relevant to the contemporary economic
scene. The Book discusses the stuff of which contemporary economic
policy was made.

Though the problems of agriculture and of commerce were the eco-
nomic issues which dominated the mind of the practical man of the
eighteenth century, industrial production was increasing, and, when
Smith wrote, its increase was bringing to an end a period of stability in
the relative contributions to the national product of agriculture, manu-
facturing and commerce. Smith’s emphasis on the growth, but not on
the existing domination, of manufacturing industry, and particularly his
exposition of the division of labour as the prime agent of change, ac-
corded with contemporary experience. The increased industrial output
was associated with a decline in the relative importance of the woollen
industry and a marked growth in the relative contribution of metal manu-
factures, reflecting increased division of labour in small units and not the
emergence of the larger and more modern units of industrial organisation
which are associated with substantial capital formation and with joint-
stock enterprise. The day of large-scale capital formation and extensive
joint-stock enterprise came years after Smith. Though the problems of
the industrial sector did not loom large in the minds of many contem-
poraries, when they did, they assumed the forms which Smith enunciated.
The increasing capital intensity of production, and of its concentration,
which was to begin with the appearance of the cotton industry, were yet
to be, and the absence of any significant analysis of that sector in the
WN should be cited less as a matter of regret and criticism and more as
an indication of Smith’s awareness of those aspects of the contemporary
industrial scene which were of concern at the time he wrote.
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‘The WN succeeded not only because its institutional emphasis made it
thus so evidently, as Blair wrote, ‘a publication for the present time’
but also because it contained a stirring message. Its plea for liberty
accorded with the intellectual presuppositions of the eighteenth century.
The plea for liberty in the WN is a vital factor explaining the different
reception accorded to Steuart and Smith within a decade of each other.
Steuart may have suffered from additional handicaps. Apart from his
personal handicap of Jacobitism, his work appealed less powerfully to
the intellects of the eighteenth century, and above all Steuart’s support
for government intervention placed him in a different camp from Smith,
and in one which was not popular among the increasingly influential
elements in contemporary society.3!

Smith provided a system with categories and elements which remain
valid as parts of his analytical framework, but their institutional content,
so pertinent to economic conditions in Britain in the eighteenth century,
that it helped ensure the success of the WN, limits the acceptability and
applicability of the system in other places and at other times. Whatever
the intellectual attractiveness of Smith’s writing on the continent of
Europe, it was frequently institutionally irrelevant there when it was first
published. For example, in contrast with Britain, ancient mercantilist and
agrarian restrictions were acceptable on the continent. In Germany
local monopolistic guilds still dominated economic life, and the advocacy
of the new degree of economic freedom requisite for new forms of eco-
nomic enterprise was not acceptable. Palyi suggests that the surprising
aspect of the WN’s reception in Germany was not that it was not readily
received, but ‘that the resistance against the WN did not last longer than
some twenty years and did not take a more active form’.3 In France,
again as Palyi points out, the situation was confused because of the
influence of the physiocrats. Smith gave sufficient recognition to
the physiocratic point of view to lend some support to its claims,
and that support was especially helpful since the acceptability of their

31 Steuart’s general position is perhaps adequately summarized in the statement that
‘In treating every question of political ceconomy, I constantly suppose a statesman at the
head of government, systematically conducting every part of it, so as to prevent the
vicissitudes of manners, and innovations, by their natural and immediate effects or con-
sequences, from hurting any interest within the commonwealth.’ (An Inguiry into the
Principles of Political Oeconomy: Being an Essay on the Science of Domestic Policy in Free
Nations (London, 1767) i. 120, ed. Skinner (Edinburgh 1966), i.122). Most of the contem-
porary reviews of Steuart’s work commented on this aspect of it, in a way which throws
an interesting light on the kind of reception Smith could expect. The Critical Review,
xxiii (1767), commented for example: ‘We have no idea of a statesman having any con-
nection with the affair, and we believe that the superiority which England has at present
over all the world, in point of commerce, is owing to her excluding statesmen from the
executive part of all commercial concerns.’ {412.)

32 M. Palyi, “The Introduction of Adam Smith on the Continent’ in J. M. Clark et al.,
Adam Smith, 1776-1926 (1928, reprinted New York, 1966), 196.
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doctrines was waning, partly because of the antagonism the physiocrats
had engendered from the new and rising industrial groups, whose
dislike of physiocracy grew from the support it provided to the large
landowners. That confusion influenced the reception accorded to the WN.

Attempts to apply the WN to societies more advanced than Britain on
the eve of the industrial revolution encounter similar, or even greater
problems. The difficulty of doing so is demonstrated by contrasting Smith’s
emphasis on the division of labour as the central cause of economic growth
and his neglect of other factors, such as increases in the supply of labour,
particularly through the growth of population, and improvements in the
productivity of labour through mechanization. Smith recognized that an
increase in the labour force led to an increase in output, but he did not
envisage unemployed labour resources being brought into use, and any
increase in the supply of labour was likely to be a long-run consequence
of an expansion of the national product.

The demand for those who live by wages, therefore, necessarily increases with
the increase of the revenue and stock of every country, and cannot possibly
increase without it. The increase of revenue and stock is the increase of national
wealth. The demand for those who live by wages, therefore, naturally increases
with the increase of national wealth, and cannot possibly increase without it.
(Lviii.21)

Increasing population, whether a cause of economic growth, or as some-
thing to fear, was not highlighted. That may seem surprising. Others,
among them Sir James Steuart, feared over-population, but it was pos-
sible to be as optimistic about the future in the mid-eighteenth century
as at any time. The spectre of famine and of some diseases had been
removed; the sharp rise in population and the problems of its concentra-
tion were yet to be. Hence it was easy to conceive the problem of economic
growth as one of utilizing the labour force in ways which would most
effectively meet the opportunities offered by the expansion of the market,
either by improvements in the division of labour or by mechanization.
Of the two possibilities Smith, with his analysis firmly rooted in the
institutional structure of his day, stressed the former. Mechanization was
recognized—as in his discussion of the steam engine—but it was conceived
as a process accompanying the division of labour.

The owner of the stock which employs a great number of labourers, necessarily
endeavours, for his own advantage, to make such a proper division and distribu-
tion of employment, that they may be enabled to produce the greatest quan-
tity of work possible. For the same reason, he endeavours to supply them with
the best machinery which either he or they can think of. (L.viii.57)
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In consequence of better machinery, of greater dexterity, and of a more proper
division and distribution of work, all of which are the natural effects of improve-
ment, a much smaller quantity of labour becomes requisite for executing any
particular piece of work. . . (I.xi.0.1)

Not only are the division of labour and mechanization closely inter-
woven, but invention itself was in Smith’s opinion ‘originally owing to
the division of labour’ (1.i.8).3 Innovation is no more central to the
analysis. Projectors pass through the pages of the WN, frequently to be
dismissed as detrimental rather than helpful to economic growth. In
spite of his stress on psychological propensities in other parts of his work,
Smith did not extend his analysis in a serious way to evaluate the qualities
which determined the ability to innovate successfully.

The dominance of the division of labour, and the comparative neglect
of other categories in the analysis, notably mechanization, is, of course,
a reflection of the institutional relevance of the WN to the British eco-
nomy in the mid-eighteenth century. The penalty paid was the opening
of a penetrating line of criticism for those who wished to stress Smith’s
comparative neglect of the other and ultimately more powerful agent of
economic growth. Into that context can be placed the criticism of Lauder-
dale, who, though not distinguishing between capital and entrepreneur-
ship, was anxious to remedy Smith’s alleged failure to make adequate
allowance for differences in knowledge and ability in different countries.
Rae suggested even more forcefully that invention held the key to explain-
ing the greater productivity of capital in some societies than in others.
Smith’s admirer, J. B. Say, developed the idea of entrepreneurship as a
very special form of labour. Later Schumpeter placed the entrepreneur and
his innovating ability at the heart of an explanation of economic growth.
Lauderdale, Rae, Say, Schumpeter belong to later generations, which,
unlike Smith’s, had witnessed the effect of mechanization on industrial
output. Smith was writing even before the large-scale application of
mechanization to cotton-spinning. Hence, just as the WN did not seem so
relevant to societies other than Britain in the later eighteenth century,
so the institutional content of the WN was not applicable to the indus-
trial state which Britain was beginning to be.

Nevertheless, discussion of Smith’s institutional relevance can become
almost pointless if it tries to prove either that Smith anticipated modern
industrialization, or if it spends much time proving that he did not. Any
evaluation must start from the obvious fact that Smith’s thought was

33 Even in the art of war, where the contribution of the ‘state of the mechanical as well
as of some other arts’ is recognized in general, and the invention of fire-arms in particular
(V.i.a.43); the division of labour is still the key to success: ‘it is necessary that {the art

of war] should become the sole or principal occupation of a parﬁcu§u class of citizens,
and the division of labour is as necessary for the improvement of this, as of every other

art.’ (V.i.a.14).
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formulated in the third quarter of the eighteenth century, and that many
of his ideas had been formulated as early as the 1760s. To search the WN
for examples of the institutional structure which was to emerge later in
a more advanced industrial economy is to search for qualities which it
cannot possess except fortuitously. The attraction of the WN was not
that it was a tourist’s guide to the subsequent course of industrialization,
but that it had a command of the institutional structure of the time,
sufficiently convincing to demonstrate its contemporary relevance.

The institutional features of the WN which date it also helped towards
its immediate success. The modern reader may recognize the systematic
analysis as the great intellectual achievement of the treatise and qualify
the validity of Smith’s views on public policy, or even adopt the extreme
interpretation of dismissing them as totally irrelevant. No contemporary
could have entertained such a view; obviously misleading or erroneous
comments on the public policy of the age, or, worse still, irrelevant com-
ments, would have detracted from the intellectual achievement in their
eyes. The acceptance of the WN by contemporaries rested on its apparent
relevance to the affairs of everyday life as much as on its systematic
analysis. It became the authority to quote as much in public discussion as in
parliamentary debate. But that was not all. Smith’s relevance to his day
and age insured such immediate acceptance for the WN that, even when
its popularity as a guide to policy was waning, and was ultimately rejected,
the work was so well established, and so generally established, that it was
never neglected, and the systematic analysis was then recognized for the
massive intellectual achievement which it is.

Smith’s use of History

If Smith achieved the unusual distinction of being a prophet with honour
in his own country, he did so partly because his work was firmly rooted
in a historical situation. The WN may, therefore, be used as a historical
source, in at least two distinctive senses. Since Smith frequently
wrote as a historian—sometimes deliberately, sometimes otherwise—he
may be judged accordingly by the common criteria of historical scholar-
ship. In addition, Smith’s account of events in the later eighteenth century
may be assessed for its reliability as the report of a contemporary observer.
In neither case is an account of Smith’s writing a straightforward and
uncomplicated matter. Just as anyone using Smith to illuminate later
economic thought must make full allowance for the limitations of his
institutional background on the general apphcablhty of his theories, so
those who use the WN as a historical source in whatever sense must make
even greater allowances. In the former case the deficiencies are inevitable,
as Smith could not have envisaged changes which were yet to be; in the
latter case the omissions may even be deliberate and so misleading, especi-
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ally if they are not obvious. As always, Smith’s desire to devise a major
intellectual system determined the use he made of historical and factual
material. No one of his intellectual eminence would distort the facts,
even if only because refutation would thus have been infinitely easier,
but, even when facts were not distorted, they may still have been used
in such a subordinate and supporting role to the dominating systematic
model that their use for any other purpose needs qualification.

If parts of the WN are to be judged as straightforward pieces of his-
torical writing, it is necessary to distinguish the different ways in which
Smith wrote as a historian. When he wrote as an orthodox historian, he
tried to assemble the best documentary and factual evidence for his case;
when he wrote as a philosopher of history, he tried to distil an ideal inter-
pretation of an historical process ostensibly from the facts he had accumu-
lated.

Smith, as any orthodox historian, may be assessed by a review of his
sources and his use of them. Their variety is striking, whether the im-
pression be derived from those quoted in the WN itself, from the re-
sources in Smith’s personal library, or from the accounts of the Library
at Glasgow when he controlled its expenditure. The break with the tradi-
tion of Christian authority is obvious; even historical parts of the Bible
and its apparent relevance to the discussion of a nomadic life are virtu-
ally ignored, with only the most incidental of references to the Old Testa-
ment. By contrast, the classical tradition dominates and supplies many
illustrations of early times. Given the inevitable paucity of source material
for an account of an earlier age, and yet given the necessity of formulating
such an account as part of an essential background to the dynamic his-
torical evolution which he was seeking, Smith—in common with others
who adopted his approach—was forced to use another group of source
materials: the travellers’ tales and accounts of contemporary societies
which were at a much earlier and much more primitive stage of social
evolution. Travellers’ tales bulk large in what is generally regarded as
Smith’s historical writing, taking pride of place even over the classical
references. To a more orthodox historian the extensive use of travellers’
tales is even more suspect than the use of classical writers, whose
work can at least be subjected to a more critical appraisal of their
reliability. Travellers’ tales, especially in an age when they were fre-
quently rare, even unique, accounts of far off places, could not easily be
confirmed or refuted, and so the travellers tended to highlight the unusual
and the bizarre. A warning of Francis Hutcheson could well be taken to
heart:

The Entertainment therefore in these ingenious Studys consists chiefly in exciting
Horror, and making Men stare... What is most surprizing in these Studys,
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is the wondrous Credulity of some Gentlemen of great Pretentions in other
Matters to Caution of Assent, for these marvellous Memoirs of Monks, Friars,
Sea-Captains, Pirates; and for the Historys, Annals, Chronologys, received by
oral Tradition, or Hieroglyphicks.3

Smith was not more culpable than many of his contemporaries in his
use of such material. He was certainly less guilty than some others of
falling into the trap against which Hutcheson warned, for he did not
accept all his sources uncritically. Trade statistics were held perceptively
and authoritatively to be unreliable:

Heavy duties being imposed upon almost all goods imported, our merchant
importers smuggle as much, and make entry of as little as they can. Our mer-
chant exporters, on the contrary, make entry of more than they export; some-
times out of vanity, and to pass for great dealers in goods which pay no duty;
and sometimes to gain a bounty or a drawback. Our exports, in consequence
of these different frauds, appear upon the customhouse books greatly to
overbalance our imports; to the unspeakable comfort of those politicians who
measure the national prosperity by what they call the balance of trade. (V.ii.k.29)

Hence it is not surprising that Smith, though ready to endorse Gregory
King’s skill in political arithmetic (L.viii.34), and willing to quote the
calculations of Charles Smith on the corn trade (I.xi.g.18), had to admit
that he himself had ‘no great faith in political arithmetick’ (IV.v.b.30).
Quantitative sources were not the only ones treated with some reserve.

After all the wonderful tales which have been published concerning the splendid
state of those countries [Mexico and Peru] in antient times, whoever reads, with
any degree of sober judgment, the history of their first discovery and conquest,
will evidently discern that, in arts, agriculture, and commerce, their inhabi-
tants were much more ignorant than the Tartars of the Ukraine are at present.
(I.xi.g.26)

Yet sometimes Smith’s use of a source is less critical than it should be,
especially when the source confirms an argument he is developing from
other and more general, often speculative sources, so that the orthodox
historian thus becomes the supporter of the philosophic historian. In-
stances range from the trivial to the substantial. At the most trivial level
Smith’s faults represent merely different standards of transcription be-
tween the eighteenth century and the present day. At times he seems to
quote from memory, as when his quotations are not quite verbatim, or
when he attributes a view to a source which it does not quite support, as
for example, in his use of the works of Juan and Ulloa and of Frézier to
support his condemnation of the mining of precious metals in the New
World (I.xi.c.26-8). More serious still, in his use of statutes Smith falls

34 F. Hutcheson, An Inquiry concerning Moral Good and Evil in 4n Inguiry into the
Original of our ldeas of Beauty and Virtue (London, 4th ed., 1738), 207.
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into the error, not unique among historians, of failing to distinguish be-
tween the intention of the statute and the manner and extent of its imple-
mentation. The error is surprising in Smith’s case, because his experience
at least after his appointment as Commissioner of Customs in 1778,
enabled him to observe the gulf which could be fixed between intention
and implementation in the case of some statutes, as in various attempts
to suppress smuggling, and even more important because he himself some-
times provided the material for drawing such a distinction, as in his
discussion of the laws relating to apprenticeship. A more serious example
is his discussion of the settlement provisions of the poor law. In both
cases Smith objected because of interference with the liberty he con-
sidered essential for the effective allocation of resources (above, 37).

After castigating the generally restrictive effect of the Statute of Ap-
prentices Smith proceeded to recognize the limitations on its application:
to market towns and not in the country (I.x.c.8); to those trades which
were established when the Act was passed and not to those which ap-
peared subsequently, excluding—on Smith’s own admission—‘the manu-
factures of Manchester, Birmingham and Wolverhampton’, or at least
‘many of them’ (I.x.c.g); and finally, not to soldiers and sea-men who,
‘when discharged from the king’s service, are at liberty to exercise any
trade, within any town or place of Great Britain or Ireland’ (IV.ii.42).

Smith’s failure to make adequate allowance for the qualifications to the
law of settlement is more serious. Smith objected to the legal restraints
imposed on the right to obtain a settlement in a parish, with its entitle-
ment to poor relief, as part of his general objection to artificial restraints
on the free mobility of labour. He made his objection forcefully:

There is scarce a poor man in England of forty years of age . . . who has not in
some part of his life felt himself most cruelly oppressed by this ill-contrived law
of settlements. (I.x.c.59)

The reasons had been as sweepingly advanced in the previous paragraph:

...in England, where it is often more difficult for a poor man to pass the
artificial boundary of a parish, than an arm of the sea or a ridge of high moun-
tains, natural boundaries which sometimes separate very distinctly different
rates of wages in other countries. (I.x.c.58)

In addition Smith contrasted conditions in Scotland with those in Eng-
land, alleging that in England the law of settlement ensured that ‘The
scarcity of hands in one parish . .. cannot always be relieved by their
super-abundance in another, as it is constantly in Scotland’ (I.x.c.58).
Once again Smith himself provided qualifications which should have led
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to the enunciation of his proposition in more moderate terms. He recog-
nized the major mitigation of the restraints on the mobility of labour
which followed the introduction of certificates, whereby a parish accepted
liability for a potential pauper, though he promptly cast doubt on the
effectiveness of the measure by commenting rather cynically, after quot-
ing from a passage in Richard Burn’s Justice of the Peace, that ‘certifi-
cates ought always to be required by the parish where any poor man
comes to reside, and that they ought very seldom to be granted by that
which he proposes to leave’ (I.x.c.56). Smith also provided a general
explanation of differences of wage rates between Scotland and England;
one dependent not on their different laws of settlement but on differ-
ences between their rates of development and between the levels of sub-
sistence in the two countries (I.viii.33—4).

Other evidence reinforces the doubts Smith raises himself. Removals
of potential paupers in England were probably less frequent than he
implies, otherwise it is difficult to understand how the new developing
areas ever obtained the labour force they required; in Scotland paupers
were sometimes forcefully removed, though less frequently than in Eng-
land. The issue was one of contemporary importance, and could have been
investigated by a detailed examination of parochial administration, but
of such investigation there is no evidence in the WN, so that in these
matters Smith did not have knowledge comparable to that which he had
about customs procedure, even before his appointment as a commis-
sioner, and which enabled him to be more critical of evidence in that field.
In his discussion of both the laws of apprenticeship and settlement Smith
provides evidence which damages his own case against the restrictive
legislation, and provides indications that investigations which might
have been undertaken to confirm his case or otherwise were not carried
out. The general principles, the opposition to restrictions damaging to
the free allocation of resources, were held so strongly that there seemed
Do case to answer.

Criticism of Smith’s use of sources becomizs truly damaging only if he
read into a source more serious evidence in support of a proposition than
he was entitled to do. Even that criticism must not be pushed too far.
All historians must choose the facts they judge relevant to their argu-
ment, and so their discussion is forced in one direction or another. Hence
a significant distinction between the approaches of Smith and of orthodox
historians can be drawn only if Smith’s choice of evidence strayed beyond
the limits set by human frailty in determining degrees of relevance towards
a demonstrable distortion of historical evidence, whether deliberate or
not. Then, even if Smith’s use of his sources meets the requirements of
the most refined critical apparatus of textual criticism, he would stand
condemned by orthodox historians for his unacceptable choice of evidence.
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Any such distinction, or even gulf, between the approaches of Smith
and of orthodox historians appears only when Smith writes as a specu-
lative or philosophical as well as an orthodox historian, and so a funda-
mental issue in any appreciation of the WN lies in determining how
Smith deals with any tensions which emerge between the two approaches.
Each strand of his historical reasoning, the orthodox and the speculative,
is a logical entity, and each, if examined and judged by its own standards,
is internally consistent. Problems emerge only when attempts are made to
integrate the two in order to eliminate the tensions which seem to emerge
between them. Smith does not recognize the tensions, he was probably
unaware of them, because his grand design of a comprehensive system
dominates every other approach. Yet tension between the two approaches
appears at central parts of his analysis, most significantly in Book III,
where the historical evidence is, of course, embedded at the centre of
the exposition, not merely providing a peripheral part of the reasoning.
The philosophical historian states unequivocally the course of the ‘natural
progress of opulence’:

According to the natural course of things, therefore, the greater part of the
capital of every growing society is, first, directed to agriculture, afterwards to
manufactures, and last of all to foreign commerce. This order of things is so
very natural, that in every society that had any territory, it has always, I believe,
been in some degree observed. (I1I1.1.8)

In the next paragraph the orthodox historian upsets ‘the natural progress’:

though this natural order of things must have taken place in some degree in
every such society, it has, in all the modern states of Europe, been, in many
respects, entirely inverted. The.foreign commerce of some of their cities has
introduced all their finer manufactures, or such as were fit for distant sale; and
manufactures and foreign commerce together, have given birth to the principal
improvements of agriculture. (IILi.g)

The last sentence of the chapter provides both an explanation and an
accusation:

The manners and customs which the nature of their original government intro-
duced, and which remained after that government was greatly altered, neces-
sarily forced them into this unnatural and retrograde order. (IILi.g)

The three chapters which follow, to make up the shortest Book in the WN,
then proceed to expound an orthodox historical progress of opulence in
a way which differs from that outlined in ‘the natural progress’, of how,
for example in IILiv, the commerce of the towns contributed to the
improvement of the country.

This distinction between the speculative historical progress of opu-
lence and the orthodox historical progress is the prime example of the
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tensions involved in the use of the WN as a historical source. Yet allega-
tions of tension, of an uneasy relationship and even of contradictions
between the two strands of thought, are evident only when Smith is judged
by standards, and by a methodology, which he would not have accepted.
Smith’s objective was to delineate an ideal account of historical evolution,
which did not need to conform to any actual historical situation, so historical
evidence, while playing a central part in his thought, was supplementary
evidence of secondary importance. If historical facts indicated a divergence
from the ideal explanation, then Smith felt obliged to offer explanations
of the divergence. He worked from the system to the facts not from the
facts to the system, and in that context his protestation that he had ‘no
great faith in political arithmetic’ is significant. If the historian or the
political arithmetician demonstrated the divergence from the ideal that,
for instance, the progress of opulence was from the town to the country
and not the reverse, the interesting problem then lay in determining the
reasons for the divergence—in the present example it lay in unwise and
undesirable intervention from the government. H. T. Buckle, though
given to overstating his case, made a vital point, and in a lively style:

Adam Smith...very properly rejected [statistical facts] as the basis of his
science, and merely used them by way of illustration, when he could select
what he liked. The same remark applies to other facts which he drew from the
history of trade, and, indeed, from the general history of society. All of these
are essentially subsequent to the argument. They make the argument more
clear, but not more certain. For, it is no exaggeration to say, that, if all the
commercial and historical facts in the Wealth of Nations were false, the book
would still remain, and its conclusions would hold equally good, though they
would be less attractive.3

Any tension between the speculative, or systematic, and the orthodox
strands of Smith’s thought is potentially even more misleading when the
systematic thought is contrasted with, or used to illuminate aspects of
contemporary policy. Then Smith’s comments on the happenings of
his time in the eighteenth century may be so coloured by his speculative
approach that his accounts and views may have to be treated with some
reserve and not used as reliable source material for historical studies of the
period.

It was suggested earlier that the conclusion of greatest practical signifi-
cance in Smith’s analysis for the eighteenth century lay in his ordering
of the productive use of capital, as in II.v.19: first, in agriculture; then
in manufactures; last in ‘the trade of exportation’. In the subsequent
evaluation of the wholesale trade, the very practical conclusion was stated
unequivocally:

33 H, T. Buckle, History of Civilization in England (London, 18357-61). Reprinted as
On Scotland and the Scotch Intellect, ed. H. J. Hanham (Chicago, 1970), 285.
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.. . the great object of the political oeconomy of every country, is to encrease
the riches and power of that country. It ought, therefore, to give no preference
nor superior encouragement to the foreign trade of consumption above the
home-trade, nor to the carrying trade above either of the other two. (ILv.31)

Just as Smith’s orthodox historical work sometimes qualified the use
that may be made of his speculative history, so his orthodox empirical
studies cast doubt on some of the recommendations on contemporary
policy derived directly from his analytical system. Examples can be given
at both ends of his proposition concerning the desirable deployment of
resources, from his comment on agriculture and on the colonial trade.

‘In proportion as a greater share of [capital] is employed in agriculture,
the greater will be the quantity of productive labour which it puts into
motion within the country’. (I1.v.19.) It was suggested above (p. ¢5) that
the prospects for economic growth in Britain in the eighteenth century
were greatest in agriculture, and Smith provides empirical evidence of
the progress already made in that field in his own day and of further pos-
sible lines of progress, as, for example, in an accurate and perceptive
account of the expansion of the Scottish cattle trade (I.xil.2-3). But
another part of Smith’s system, and the empirical content he gave to its
operation in agriculture, casts doubt on the pre-eminence given to agri-
culture in economic progress. He asserts from empirical evidence that the
division of labour, the great agent of change, is least applicable in agri-
culture (1.i.4). Once again the different strands of the argument are logic-
ally valid, but the relationship between the two is uneasy and unclear,
and so too is the use which may be made of the evidence as reflecting
economic conditions in the eighteenth century.

Smith’s treatment of the colonial trade is even more significant, because
it looms large in the WN and in contemporary discussion. Given his
general analysis it is not surprising that Smith condemns the tobacco
trade as an example of how undesirable government intervention had
turned trade ‘from a direction in which it would have maintained a
greater quantity of productive labour, into one, in which it can maintain
a much smaller quantity’ and had ‘rendered the whole state of that indus-
try and commerce more precarious and less secure, than if their produce
had been accommodated to a greater variety of markets’. (IV.vii.c.46 and
40.) It has already been suggested (p. #6) that Smith’s account of the
carrying trade, both of its dependence on current commercial policy and
of its effect on the domestic economy, would have been recognized by
his contemporaries as a realistic survey of the conditions of the time. The
growth of re-exports, and the tobacco trade’s domination, especially in
Glasgow, owed much to the Navigation Acts, and the effect on the domes-
tic economy was so limited that it is even possible to suggest that there
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existed two separate economies, each with its rate and extent of growth
determined by different factors. But, once again, the WN itself provides
the qualifications to the practical conclusion derived from the systematic
analysis.

To begin with, it is not clear that commercial legislation was the critical
cause of the growth of the colonial trade in general, and the tobacco trade
in particular. “There are no colonies of which the progress has been more
rapid than that of the English in North America’ (IV.vii.b.15), because
‘Plenty of good land, and liberty to manage their own affairs their own
way, seem to be the two great causes of the prosperity of all new colonies’
(IV.vii.b.16). Even the exact influence of the monopoly is unclear: it
‘raises the rate of mercantile profit, and therefore augments somewhat
the gains of our merchants’, but it also ‘hinders the sum of profit from
rising so high as it otherwise would do’ (IV.vii.c.59). To determine the
overall effect of the monopolistic restrictions, Smith is admitting in effect
the necessity of a nice calculation of gain and loss. In the long-run even
more necessary for that purpose is an evaluation of the use to which any
profit is put: a smaller profit in the hands of those who use it in ways
deemed appropriate may promote economic growth more rapidly than a
larger profit in the hands of those who use it differently. Of that problem
Smith was aware:

If the prodigality of some was not compensated by the frugality of others, the
conduct of every prodigal, by feeding the idle with the bread of the indus-
trious, tends not only to beggar himself, but to impoverish his country. (ILiii.20)

Smith’s distinction between the prodigal and the frugal man raises im-
mense difficulties for any attempt to use his systematic analysis as a final
commentary on the effect of the colonial trade. The distinction can be
highlighted in Smith’s own words in ILiii:

The proportion between capital and revenue . . . seems every where to regulate
the proportion between industry and idleness. Wherever capital predominates,
industry prevails: wherever revenue, idleness. (13)

Capitals are increased by parsimony, and diminished by prodigality and mis-
conduct. (14)

Parsimony, and not industry, is the immediate cause of the increase of capital,
Industry, indeed, provides the subject which parsimony accumulates. But
whatever industry might acquire, if parsimony did not save and store up, the
capital would never be the greater. (16)

Hence, whatever the limitations, derived from Smith’s systematic analysis,
on the beneficial effects of the carrying trade, the colonial trade might
still have made a major contribution to economic growth if the merchants
were parsimonious and not prodigal, particularly if they then diverted
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their capital into agricultural enterprises at home. Smith recognized in
general terms what was happening. ‘Merchants are commonly ambitious
of becoming country gentlemen, and when they do, they are generally the
best of all improvers’ (II1.iv.3), certainly better than the great proprietors
(IILii7). The experience of the eighteenth century confirms this aspect
of Smith’s discussion. Parsimony among the merchants, including colonial
merchants, and their desire to become landed gentlemen, provided the
capital which Smith recognized as essential for the exploitation of the
agricultural resources of Scotland itself. The undesirability of concentra-
tion on the carrying trade which Smith’s intellectual analysis demon-
strated, was evidently much less in practice when a full study is made,
and, once again as in the discussion of agriculture, for reasons which
are embedded in the WN. The reasons are not stressed, because to do
so would have required some qualification to conclusions derived from
the central analysis of the desirable distribution of capital and to some of
the allegedly harmful effects of the Navigation Acts.

Smith’s historical writing has practical implications in the use of the
WN. The historical writing is meaningful only if interpreted as part of
the intellectual system which the historical material was used to illus-
trate and support. Similarly, Smith’s discussion of contemporary problems
and events, which can easily be assumed to be an example of unbiased
reporting, must also be integrated into his entire system. The belief in
the natural progress of opulence, almost in its inevitability, is so strong
throughout the WN that, when dealing with a contemporary problem,
Smith’s main objective is to isolate those barriers which lay in the path
of natural progress as he saw it, and to advocate their speedy removal.
Hence on contemporary issues his writing verges on propaganda, he uses
evidence in ways which are not wholly convincing to those not committed
to his system, and he presses interpretations of contemporary events to
more extreme conclusions than may well be warranted.

The defects of Smith’s emphasis must not be stressed unduly, though
they may seem to justify the suggestion that he was never noted for his
consistency. Paradoxically the inconsistency was often consistent, be-
cause it rarely damaged the central analysis and was indeed usually intro-
duced as a means of support for it. Nor can Smith easily be accused of
inconsistency in the transfer of his analysis to policy, so long as his prac-
tical recommendations were confined to a general advocacy of the desir-
ability of eliminating government intervention from many, if not from all
aspects of economic life. The inconsistencies appear only in the detail.
These are defects of greater consequence to those who read the WN
today than to those who read the WN when it was first published. Then
the analysis, both systematic and institutional, was largely applicable in
Britain, and was a major cause of the work’s popularity; it was excellent
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political propaganda and such stretching of empirical evidence as it con-
tained was not such as could discredit the whole. The problem is for
those readers of later generations who seek to use the WN as a source
book of contemporary comment.
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The Text and Apparatus

INCE WN is a work of some magnitude and complexity, yet one in-
S adequately described in the standard bibliographical references, it

may be appropriate to define the various editions examined,! to
indicate the circumstances of printing and issue,? and then to specify the
relation of each edition to the present text.

I} 4° 1st edition. Published 9 March 1776 at [1.16.0 in blue-grey or
marbled boards.

Vol. i: A* a? B-L* M*(+M3) N-P4 Q% +Qr) R-T* U4+ U3)
X-2Y* 2Z%(+2Z3) 3A%(+3A4) 3B-3N* 30%(+304) 3P3T% Pp. ¢
title, # advt for TMS 4th edn., #i-xi contents, xii blank. 12—510 text,
511-512 blank. Vol. ii: A? B-C* D%+ D1) E-3Y* 324 ( £ 3Z4) 4A* 4B*
(- 4Br.2 + 4B1.2) 4C%( £ 4C2.3) 4D—4E* 4F2. Pp. 7 half-title, i title,
tv errata, 12-587 text, 588 advts. The substitute leaves, six in the first
volume and six in the second, have been noted only in their cancelled
state.’

The original edition, the first title of which serves as a frontispiece to
this volume, properly serves as copy-text: the printing closest to original
manuscript and thus ordinarily preserving in its ‘accidentals’, or spelling

! Altogether the survey has extended to forty-nine copies in seven institutions: British
Library, editions 7—5 and separate issue 24; Bodleian Library, 7, 3, 4, 6; University of
Glasgow 1(3 copies), 2, 2.4, 4(3), 5(2); National Library of Australia, 1, 2, 24(bound
in 2), 3 (2), 4, 6(2); New York Public Library, 1(5), 2, 24(bound in 1), 3, ¢, 6; Prince-
ton University 1(3), 24; University of Texas at Austin, 1(2), 2-6. Duplicate copies in
each library were compared against each other and the unique register of press figures
for every volume checked against every other comparable volume. The figures, as cited
in subsequent notes, occasionally show some displacements or other disorders in press-
work, but in no copy, as later inspection confirms, is there any textual variation within
the edition.

2 Issue date, for immediate reference listed first, is taken throughout from the London
Chronicle, a journal which also carries preliminary advts. certifying the date: for first
edition in the number 5— March 1776; for the third, 6-9 November 1784; for the
fourth, 26-28 October 1786. The original preliminary notice wrongly gives the first-
edition price as £2.2.0, a figure corrected on the date of publication. Rae (324), also
cites the correct price but then curiously inflates the cost for the second to £2.2.0, though
it still remains, as for the first, £1.16.0.

The printing ledgers maintained by William Strahan to 1785, and by his son Andrew
thereafter, do not indicate any work for the first edition but thenceforth cite the data
given, for editions 2—5, in British Library Add. MS. 48815 (ff. ¢, 66, 85, 113) and for edi-
tion 6 in Add. MS. 48811 (f. 3).

3 In several copies of volume ii there is no press figure p. 351 and, in all, p. 469 is
figured either 6 or 8. Apparently (as noted in the Times Literary Supplement, 20 July
1940, 356) a few copies also exist with cancel titles having imprint extended to include
W. Creech at Edinburgh.
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and punctuation, the author’s several idiosyncracies. Nonetheless, since
the edition was printed not directly from the author’s original script but,
apparently like all his work, from a copy prepared by an amanuensis,?
some of its peculiarities may be attributed to another hand and therefore
discounted whenever the third edition, closely attended by the author,
offers a less ambiguous reading.

2] 4° 2d edition. Published 28 February 1778 at £1.16.0 in boards.

Vol. i: A-G* H4(+ Hg) I-2D* 2E4( + 2E2.3) 2F-2L* 2M*( + 2M2.3)
2N-35% 3T4—3T4). Pp. 7 title, #i—vii contents, viii advt for TMS
4th edn. and errata, 72-510 text. Vol. ii: A* B—4E* 4F%—F4). Pp.
7 half-title, 77 title, v—vii7 contents, 12-589 text, 590 blank. In Volume i
the Texas copy still contains original leaf Hg4, first of the five cancelled
in other specimens, but this is invariant from the cancellans.’

Strahan printing ledger: (Nov. 1777) 141} sheets, 500 copies, @
16s.= £113.4.0. Extra Corrections £4. This printing was done, it will
be observed, three months before issue.

The second edition exhibits a number of alterations large and small,
some providing new information, some correcting matters of fact, some
perfecting the idiom, and a large number now documenting references
in footnotes. All these substantive changes are incorporated in the text
excepting only those further amended in the third edition.

24] 4° ‘Additions and Corrections.” Published 20 November 1784 at
2s. in blue-grey boards, ‘to accommodate the purchasers of the former
editions’.

Issue: B-L*. Pp. 12-79 text, 8o blank.

Strahan ledger: (Oct. 1784) 10 sheets, 500 copies, @ 16s.= £8.

As the collation would indicate, this is a very considerable supplement,
representing in thirteen sections some 24,000 words. The ‘Additions’ were
undertaken several years before when Smith first proposed a separate
printing and his publisher, Thomas Cadell, agreed subject to a proviso—
which could hardly be enforced—that the issue be sold only to those who
had purchased the earlier editions.® Though many ‘Corrections’ doubt-

4 As early as 1755 Smith refers to his Edinburgh lectures as ‘written in the hand of a
clerk who left my service six years ago’ (Stewart IV.26) and his difficulty in writing a
compact script doubtless led him to employ other clerks, one of whom, Alexander Gillies,
has been identified as the amanuensis for WN. W. R. Scott, Adam Smith as Student and
Professor, (Glasgow, 1937), 359—-60.

% In several copies no figure appears, in volume i, at pp. 124, 386, 389, or 390 and
none in ii at p. 24. Additionally in ii the figures for Texas copy gathering 4A (pp. 545~52)
reveal this to be a stray sheet held over from the printing of the first edition.

6 See Letter 222 addressed to Cadell dated 7 December 1782, and Cadell’s answer,
Letter 223, 12 December 178z.
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less were then and thereafter also entered in Smith’s copy of the Second
Edition, and from the caption title would appear to be conveyed as well
in this separate issue, a goodly number of lesser consequence could be
accommodated expediently only in the edition next described.

3] 8° 3d edition. Published simultaneously with 24 20 November 1784
at 18s. in boards or one guinea bound.
Vol. i: A4 B-218 2K2. Pp. 1 title, #/ Advertisement, v errata, v vi—

viii contents, 72-499 text, 500 blank. Vol. ii: #* a> B-2K® 2LS. Pp. 1-2

blank, i title, i iv—vi contents, 72-518 text, 5719-523 Appendix, 524

blank. Vol. iii: =2 a2 B-2K8 21.2. Pp. 1-2 blank, i title, i iv—v contents,

vi blank, 12-465 text, 466 blank, 467-515 index, 516 advt for TMS,

4th edn.”

Strahan ledger: (Oct. 1784) 97} sheets, 1000 copies, @ f1.7.0=
£131.12.6. Extra for Index £3.5.0. Tables and Corrections £4.19.0.

In view of the author’s later statement (see section 4 below) this issue
must be accepted as representing his final version, one which incorporates
with some further amendments all the additions issued in 24, further
revises the text and, most significantly, supplies a lengthy index.® Moreover,
as there is clear evidence that it was read several times in proof, with
close attention to the pointing,® the third edition can be regarded as
supervening even the first in many of its formal aspects, and thus now
serves as printers’ copy.

4] 8° 4th edition. Published 6 November 1786 at 18s. in boards.
Vol. i: A4 B-21# 2K2. Pp. i title, 77 Advt to 3d Ed., #v Advt to 4th Ed,,
v vi-viii contents, 12499 text, 500 errata. Vol. ii: #? a2 B-2K® 2L°.
Pp. 1-2 blank, i title, 4ii iv—vi contents, 712518 text, 519-523 Appen-
dix, 524 errata. Vol. iii: 4% B-2K® 212 Pp. 1-2 blank, 1 title, it iv—v
contents, vi errata, 12-465 text, 466 blank, 467-515 index, 516 advt for
TMS, 4th edn.1?
Strahan ledger: (Oct. 1786) 98 sheets, 1250 copies, @ f1.11.0=
£L151.18.0. Extra for Tables and Index £4.2.0.
If we accept Smith’s own assurance, in the new ‘Advertisement’, that
there are indeed ‘no alterations of any kind’ in this edition, then the ‘few
trifling alterations’ which Cannan here observed, and accepted in his

? Volume ii page 422 is figured either 3 or 6.

® This may not have been by Smith (Cannan, xvi), but quite probably was done under
his direction either by amanuensis Gillies or by someone else familiar with Scottish
banking practices. In the New York Public Library copy index gathering 2K, as the
figures indicate, has been greatly disordered in the original imposition.

% Letter 227 addressed to William Strahan, dated 22 May 1783, and Letter 237,
10 June 1784.

10 Iny several copies no figure appears, in volume ii, at pp. 431 and 490.
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own text, may be dismissed along with the others which he rightly per-
ceived to be ‘misreadings or unauthorized corrections of the printers’.!!
That there are no fewer than fourteen errata noted, some in each of the
three volumes, attests however to the printer’s continuing concern, a
concern evidenced as late as the posthumous seventh edition of 1793,
where F2 in the first volume is a cancel.

5] 8° sth edition. Published 1789, possibly also, as for ¢, at 18s. in boards.
Vol. i: AS B-2I8 2K2. Pp. 1-2 blank, 1 title, dii-iv advt to 3d Edn,,
v-vi Advt to 4th Ed., vif vili-x contents, 12-499 text, 500 blank.
Vol. ii: 72 a2 B—2K®8 2L, Pp. 1-2 blank, i title, #ii iv—vi contents, 72-518
text, 519-523 Appendix, 524 blank. Vol. iii: A* B-2K® 212 Pp. 1-2
blank, i title, iii iv—v contents, vi blank, 12-465 text, 466 blank, 467—

515 index, 516 advt for TMS 4th edn.??

Strahan ledger: (Feb. 1789) 98 sheets, 1500 copies, @ f1.14.0=
£166.12.0. Extra for Tables and Index f4.6.0.

From this edition the present text adopts one obvious correction only,
the reading ‘Hope’ in the ‘Advertisement to the Fourth Edition’, but
ordinarily, as with the Fourth, refuses any admittance to numerous adjust-
ments (as well as many misprints) now again representing, apparently,
only the work of the printer. It is certainly illogical to follow this text,
as does Cannan, simply because it is ‘the last published in Smith’s Life-
time’.13

6] 8° 6th edition. Published 1791, possibly also, as for 4, at 18s. in boards.
Description as for 5, except that final advt. is now for TMS 6th edn.’4
Strahan ledger: (Dec. 1791) 98 sheets, 2000 copies, @ f£2=£196.
Extra for Tables and Index £4.6.0.

Like the two preceding, this the first posthumous edition has been col-
lated, and its variants also recorded below the text, as a matter of historical
record. The account extends thus far to meet, and in this case to dismiss,
any possibility that the author left some final revisions incorporated in the
work only after his death.!’

11 Cannan, xvii. It may also be noted that, beginning with this edition, Strahan does
not charge for any author’s corrections.

2 In a few copies, volume iii, no figure appears at pp. 137, 260 and, in all, p. 408 is
figured 7 or 10.

13 Cannan, xvii.

14 Again in a few copies of volume iii, no figure appears at p. 32 and, in all, p. 287 is
figured 7 or 9, p. 315 figured 6 or 7. Additionally in volume ii, gathering 2D, there are
three figures, a circumstance which (when two is the maximum) is most extraordinary.

'8 The fourth, revised edition of Samuel Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison (1762),
it will be recalled, began to appear seven months after his death, and yet another edition,
differently revised, was issued as late as 1810. Sce R. C. Pierson’s commentary in Studies
in Bibliography, xxi (1968), 163-89.
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Once the order and validity of readings was assessed, according to the
rationale set out above, the preparation of this text then followed a set
procedure. First at Texas the two available specimens of 1 (the copy-text)
were read against all the later editions, including a photocopy of British
Library 24, and every variant entered in a photocopy of Texas 3 (printer’s
copy), the substantive readings in one column, the accidentals in a second,
and end-line hyphenations in a third. This record was then verified against
the copies at Glasgow and printer’s copy marked for the press. There-
after the proofs were read independently by all three editors against 3,
any discrepancies again resolved at Glasgow, and revised proofs thereafter
checked against the final record. As now prepared this edition contains a
number of features all described below.

For the text proper the paragraphs within each section or part have
been numbered both to facilitate cross reference in the annotations and
to simplify later citation from this edition.!> Within the text stars and
daggers are the author’s own devices for pointing a note, superscript
figures the numbers entered by the present editors to signal their further
commentary. Superscript letters, denoting substantive textual variants,
are of two orders, e.g.:

shall @ only single indicator centered between two words, signifying,
as noted below text, an additional reading once inserted
at this point

®his capital® double indicators abutting the word or words in question,
both delimiting, as noted below text, a passage elsewhere
in variant form or omitted.

Differences in spelling (ancient/antient, public/publick, &c) remain un-
altered as representative of the variable orthography Smith himself con-
tinually allowed on the several occasions he revised his work. In general
all accidentals, if necessarily introduced from some edition other than 3,
or in a few instances by the present editors, are listed in Schedule A;
accidentals not admitted, along with misprinted substantives, are recorded
in B; line-end hyphenation is registered in C. At the beginning of each
original page in 3 the number of that page is entered in brackets.

Below the text page, as now printed, three kinds of data may appear.
First are Smith’s own references (together with appropriate indicators if
these originally occur in some edition after the first or if they are later
amended) followed immediately, within square brackets, by any extension
of the reference the present editors consider necessary. Second are the

16 To accomplish this numbering in an orderly manner some few adjustments have
been made (all with due notice) in Smith’s own keys to the arrangement of his sections
and subsections.
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substantive textual variants, all entered in a manner indicating the kind
or extent of variation:

“not 24 ‘not’ inserted in 24 ‘Additions and Corrections’ but not
present in 1-2, deleted in 3-6, and therefore excluded from
this text.

>bom. 4 {corrected 4e-6) passage first omitted in 4 but immediately
corrected in 4 errata list and retained thereafter

“Com. 1 passage entered in all editions except I

9-din this 7-2 words in 7-2 differing from phrase adopted in 3-6

¢-¢2-6 [includes the whole of this paragraph]
cautionary note for an extensive addition, where insertions
7 and ¢ or other amendments ** and ! may intrude

Thirdly, below text page, as signalled by superscript numerals in the text,
come the editors’ own commentary. These number references are sequen-
tial only through each part.

Following the work, and the several editorial schedules, there are
three indexes, each of which bears its own heading as to purpose and
utility.

As an essential part of their own editorial work, the text and its variants
have also been checked and scrutinized by the General Editors.

W.B.T.
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ADVERTISEMENT?®

THE first Edition of the following Work was printed in the end of
the year 1775, and in the beginning of the year 1776. Through the
greater part of the Book, therefore, whenever the present state of
things is mentioned, it is to be understood of the state they were in, either
about that time, or at some earlier period, during the time I was employed
in writing the Book. To ®this® third Edition, however, I have made
several additions, particularly to the chapter upon Drawbacks, and to
that upon Bounties; likewise a new chapter entitled, The Conclusion of
the Mercantile System; and a new article to the chapter upon the expences
of the sovereign. In all these additions, the present state of things means
always the state in which they were during the year 1783 and the beginning
of the °present® ygar 1784.1

8 TO THE THIRD EDITION. 4—6 5= the 46 ¢=¢ om. 4—6

! The new material to be included in edition 3 is described by Smith in Letter 227
addressed to William Strahan, dated 22 May 1783 and in Letter 222, addressed to Thomas
Cadell, dated 7 December 1782.



ADVERTISEMENT
TO THE

FOURTH EDITION

IN this fourth Edition I have made no alterations of any kind. I now,
however, find myself at liberty to acknowledge my very great obliga-
tions to Mr. Henry °Hope® of Amsterdam. To that Gentleman I
owe the most distinct, as well as liberal information, concerning a very
interesting and important subject, the Bank of Amsterdam; of which no
printed account had ever appeared to me satisfactory, or even intelli-
gible.! The name of that Gentleman is so well known in Europe, the in-
formation which comes from him must do so much honour to whoever
has been favoured with it, and my vanity is so much interested in making
this acknowledgement, that I can no longer refuse myself the pleasure of
prefixing this Advertisement to this new Edition of my Book.

= Hop ¢

! Steuart’s account of the Bank of Amsterdam can hardly be described as unintelligible
(Principles of Political Oeconomy (London, 1767) IV.2, xxxvii-xxxix).
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INTRODUCTION AND PLAN OF THE WORK

THE annual labour of every nation is the fund which originally supplies
it with all the necessaries and conveniences of life which it annually con-
sumes, and which consist always, either in the immediate produce of
that labour, or in what is purchased with that produce from other nations.

According therefore, as this produce, or what is purchased with it,
bears a greater or smaller proportion to the number of those who are to
consume it, the nation will be better or worse supplied with all the neces-
saries and conveniences for which it has occasion.

But this proportion must in every nation be regulated by two different
circumstances; first, by the skill, dexterity, and judgment with which
[2] “its® labour is generally applied °; and, secondly, by the proportion
between the number of those who are employed in useful labour, and that
of those who are not so employed. Whatever be the soil, climate, or ex-
tent of territory of any particular nation, the abundance or scantiness of
its annual supply must, in that particular situation, depend upon those
two circumstances.

The abundance or scantiness of this supply too seems to depend more
upon the former of those two circumstances than upon the latter. Among
the savage nations of hunters and fishers, every individual who is able
to work, is more or less employed in useful labour, and endeavours to
provide, as well as he can, the necessaries and conveniencies of life, for
himself, ®or® such of his family or tribe as are either too old, or too young,
or too infirm to go a hunting and fishing. Such nations, however, are so
miserably poor, that, from mere want, they are frequently reduced, or,
at least, think themselves reduced, to the necessity sometimes of directly
destroying, and sometimes of abandoning their infants, their old people,
and those afflicted with lingering diseases, to perish with hunger, or to
be devoured by wild beasts. Among civilized and thriving nations, on
the contrary, though a great number of people do not labour at all, many
of whom consume the produce of ten times, frequently of a hundred
times more labour than the greater part of those who work; yet the pro-
duce of the whole labour of the society is so great, that all are often abun-
dantly supplied, and a workman, even of the [3] lowest and poorest
order, if he is frugal and industrious, may enjoy a greater share of the
necessaries and conveniences of life than it is possible for any savage to
acquire.

The causes of this improvement, in the productive powers of labour,

=6 2-6 binitz °~¢and 1



Introduction and Plan of the Work 11

and the order, according to which its produce is naturally distributed
among the different ranks and conditions of men in the society, make the
subject of the First Book of this Inquiry.

Whatever be the actual state of the skill, dexterity, and judgment with
which labour is applied in any nation, the abundance or scantiness of its
annual supply must depend, during the continuance of that state, upon
the proportion between the number of those who are annually employed
in useful labour, and that of those who are not so employed. The number
of useful and productive labourers, it will hereafter appear, is every where
in proportion to the quantity of capital stock which is employed in setting
them to work, and to the particular way in which it is so employed. The
Second Book, therefore, treats of the nature of capital stock, of the man-
ner in which it is gradually accumulated, and of the different quantities
of labour which it puts into motion, according to the different ways in
which it is employed.

Nations tolerably well advanced as to skill, dexterity, and judgment,
in the application of labour, have followed very different plans in the
general conduct or direction of it; and those plans have not all been
equally favourable to the [4] greatness of its produce. The policy of
some nations has given extraordinary encouragement to the industry of
the country; that of others to the industry of towns. Scarce any nation
has dealt equally and impartially with every sort of industry. Since the
downfal of the Roman empire, the policy of Europe has been more
favourable to arts, manufactures, and commerce, the industry of towns;
than to agriculture, the industry of the country. The circumstances which
seem to have introduced and established this policy are explained in the
Third Book.

Though those different plans were, perhaps, first introduced by the
private interests and prejudices of particular orders of men, without any
regard to, or foresight of, their consequences upon the general welfare
of the society; yet they have given occasion to very different theories of
political ceconomy; of which some magnify the importance of that indus-
try which is carried on in towns, others of that which is carried on in the
country. Those theories have had a considerable influence, not only
upon the opinions of men of learning, but upon the public conduct of
princes and sovereign states. I have endeavoured, in the Fourth Book, to
explain, as fully and distinctly as 1 can, those different theories, anfl the
principal effects which they have produced in different ages and nations.

9To explain? in what has consisted the revenue of the great body of
the people, or what has been® the nature of those funds which, i.n dif-
ferent ages and nations, have supplied their annual consump-[5]tion, is
Ithe object of’ these Four first Books. The Fifth and last Book treats of

d-d 26 etisT /-1 treated of in I



12 Introduction and Plan of the Work

the revenue of the sovereign, or commonwealth. In this Book I have
endeavoured to show; first, what are the necessary expences of the sove-
reign, or commonwealth; which of those expences ought to be defrayed
by the general contribution of the whole society; and which of them, by
that of some particular part only, or of some particular members of ¢it?;
secondly, what are the different methods in which the whole society may
be made to contribute towards defraying the expences incumbent on the
whole society, and what are the principal advantages and inconveniencies
of each of those methods: and, thirdly and lastly, what are the reasons and
causes which have induced almost all modern governments to mortgage
some part of this revenue, or to contract debts, and what have been the
effects of those debts upon the real wealth, the annual produce of the land
and labour of the society.

99 the society I
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BOOK I

Of the Causes of Improvement in the productive Powers
of Labour, and of the Order according to which its
Produce is naturally distributed among the different
Ranks of the People

CHAPTER 1
Of the Division of Labour

THE greatest “improvement® in the productive powers of labour, and
the greater part of the skill, dexterity, and judgment with which it
is any where directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects of
the division of labour.!

9-8 improvements I

! The first considered exposition of the term division of labour by a modern writer
was probably by Sir William Petty: “Those who have the command of the Sea T'rade,
may Work at easier Freight with more profit, than others at greater: for as Cloth must
be cheaper made, when one Cards, another Spins, another Weaves, another Draws,
another Dresses, another Presses and Packs; than when all the Operations above-men-
tioned, were clumsily performed by the same hand; so those who command the Trade
of Shipping, can build long slight Ships for carrying Masts, Fir-Timber, Boards, Balks,
etc.” (Political Arithmetick (London, 1690), 19, in C. H. Hull, The Economic Writings of
Sir William Petty (Cambridge, 1899), i. 260). ‘For in so vast a City Manufactures will
beget one another, and each Manufacture will be divided into as many parts as possible,
whereby the work of each Artisan will be simple and easte: As for Example. In the
making of a Watch, If one Man shall make the Wheels, another the Spring, another shall
Engrave the Dial-plate, and another shall make the Cases, then the Watch will be better
and cheaper, than if the whole Work be put upon any one Man.’ (dnother Essay in Political
Arithmetick, concerning the Growth of the City of London (London, 1683), 36-7, in C. H.
Hull, ii.473.) ]

Later use was by Mandeville and Harris: “There are many Sets of Hands in the Nation,
that, not wanting proper Materials, would be able in less than half a Year to produce,
fit out, and navigate a First-Rate [Man of War]: yet it is certain, that this Task would
be impracticable, if it was not divided and subdivided into a great Variety of different
Labours; and it is as certain, that none of these Labours require any other, than working
Men of ordinary Capacities.” (B. Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees, pt. ii.149,. ed. F. B.
Kaye (Oxford, 1924), ii.142.) ‘No number of Men, when once they enjoy Quiet, anfi no
Man needs to fear his Neighbour, will be long without learning to divide and subdw.lde
their Labour.’ (Ibid., pt. ii.335, ed. Kaye ii.284.) ‘The advantages accruing to mankind
from their betaking themselves severally to different occupations, are very great and



14 The Nature and Causes of [I.i

The effects of the division of labour, in the general business of society,
will be more easily understood, by considering in what manner it operates
in some particular manufactures. It is commonly supposed to be carried
furthest in some very trifling ones; not perhaps that it really is carried
further in them than in others of more importance: but in those trifling
manufactures which are destined to supply the small wants of but a small
number of people, the whole number of workmen must necessarily be
small; and those employed in every different branch of the work can often
be collected into the same [7] workhouse, and placed at once under the view
of the spectator. In those great manufactures, on the contrary, which are
destined to supply the great wants of the great body of the people, every
different branch of the work employs so great a number of workmen, that
it is impossible to collect them all into the same workhouse. We can seldom
see more, at one time, than those employed in one single branch. Though
®in such manufactures,” therefore, the work may really be divided into a
much greater number of parts, than in those of a more trifling nature, the
division is not near so obvious, and has accordingly been much less ob-
served.

To take an example, therefore, from a very trifling manufacture; but
one in which the division of labour has been very often taken notice of,
the trade of the pin-maker; a workman not educated to this business
(which the division of labour has rendered a distinct trade), nor acquainted
with the use of the machinery employed in it (to the invention of which
the same division of labour has probably given occasion), could scarce,
perhaps, with his utmost industry, make one pin in a day, and certainly
could not make twenty.? But in the way in which this business is now
carried on, not only the whole work is a peculiar trade, but it is divided
into a number of branches, of which the greater part are likewise peculiar

>t in them 1

obvious: For thereby, each becoming expert and skilful in his own particular art; they are
enabled to furnish one another with the products of their respective labours, performed
in a much better manner, and with much less toil, than any one of them could do of
himself.’ (J. Harris, An Essay upon Money and Coins.(London, 1757), i. 16.)

The advantages of the division of labour are also emphasized by Turgot in sections
111 and IV of his Reflections on the Formation and Distribution of Riches (1766). The
translation used is by R. L. Meek and included in his Turgot on Progress, Sociology and
Economics (Cambridge, 1973).

2 Cf. ED 2.4: ‘to give a very frivolous instance, if all the parts of a pin were to be
made by one man, if the same person was to dig the metall out of the mine, seperate it
from the ore, forge it, split it into small rods, then spin these rods into wire, and last of
all make that wire into pins, 2 man perhaps could with his utmost industry scarce make
a pin in a year.’ Smith added that even where the wire alone was furnished an unskilled
man could probably make only about 20 pins a day. Similar examples occur in L] (A)
vi.2zg-30 and L] (B) 213-14, ed. Cannan 163. It is remarked in LJ (A) vi.so that the
wire used in pin manufacture generally came from Sweden.

* or e s v
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Li} the Wealth of Nations 15

trades. One man draws out the wire, another straights it, a third cuts it,
a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it at the top for receiving the head; to
make the head requires [8] two or three distinct operations; to put it on,
is a peculiar business, to whiten the pins is another; it is even a trade by
itself to put them into the paper; and the important business of making a
pin is, in this manner, divided into about eighteen distinct operations,3
which, in some manufactories, are all performed by distinct hands, though
in others the same man will sometimes perform two or three of them. I
have seen a small manufactory of this kind where ten men only were em-
ployed, and where some of them consequently performed two or three
distinct operations. But though they were very poor, and therefore but
indifferently accommodated with the necessary machinery, they could,
when they exerted themselves, make among them about twelve pounds
of pins in a day.* There are in a pound upwards of four thousand pins
of a middling size. Those ten persons, therefore, could make among
them upwards of forty-eight thousand pins in a day. Each person, there-
fore, making a tenth part of forty-eight thousand pins, might be considered
as making four thousand eight hundred pins in a day. But if they had all
wrought separately and independently, and without any of them having
been educated to this peculiar business, they certainly could not each of
them have made twenty, perhaps not one pin in a day; that is, certainly,
not the two hundred and fortieth, perhaps not the four thousand eight
hundredth part of what they are at present capable of performing, in con-
sequence of [g] a proper division and combination of their different opera-
tions.

In every other art and manufacture, the effects of the division of labour
are similar to what they are in this very trifling one; though, in many of
them, the labour can neither be so much subdivided, nor reduced to so
great a simplicity of operation. The division of labour, however, so far
as it can be introduced, occasions, in every art, a proportionable increase
of the productive powers of labour. The separation of different trades
and employments from one another, seems to have taken place, in con-
sequence of this advantage. This separation too is generally carried furthest
in those countries which enjoy the highest degree of industry and improve-
ment; what is the work of one man, in a rude state of society, being gener-
ally that of several in an improved one. In every improved society, the

3 Eighteen operations are described in the Encyclopédie (1755), v.804~7. See also
Chambers’ Cyclopaedia (4th ed. 1741), s.v. Pin.

4 A very similar passage occurs in ED 2.4 which also concludes that where the pro-
cesses of manufacture are divided among 18 persons, each should in effect be capable
of producing 2,000 pins in a day. These figures are also cited in L] (A) vi.30 and 51 and
LJ (B) 214, ed. Cannan 163. In referring to the disadvantages of the division of labour in
LJ (B) 329, ed. Cannan 255, the lecturer mentions the example of a person engaged on
the 17th part of a pin or the Soth part of a button. See below, V.if.50.
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farmer is generally nothing but a farmer; the manufacturer, nothing but
a manufacturer.’ The labour too which is necessary to produce any one
complete manufacture, is almost always divided among a great number of
hands. How many different trades are employed in each branch of the
linen and woollen manufactures, from the growers of the flax and the
wool, to the bleachers and smoothers of the linen, or to the dyers and
dressers of the cloth! The nature of agriculture, indeed, does not admit
of so many subdivisions of labour, nor of so complete a separation of one
business from another, as manufactures.® It is impossible to separate so
entirely, the business of [10] the grazier from that of the corn-farmer, as
the trade of the carpenter is commonly separated from that of the smith.
The spinner is almost always a distinct person from the weaver; but the
ploughman, the harrower, the sower of the seed, and the reaper of the
corn, are often the same.” The occasions for those different sorts of labour
returning with the different seasons of the year, it is impossible that one
man should be constantly employed in any one of them. This impossi-
bility of making so complete and entire a separation of all the different
branches of labour employed in agriculture, is perhaps the reason why
the improvement of the productive powers of labour in this art, does not
always keep pace with their improvement in manufactures. The most
opulent nations, indeed, generally excel all their neighbours in agri-
culture as well as in manufactures; but they are commonly more distin-
guished by their superiority in the latter than in the former.? Their lands
are in general better cultivated, and having more labour and expence
bestowed upon them, produce more, in proportion to the extent and
natural fertility of the ground. But °this® superiority of produce is seldom
much more than in proportion to the superiority of labour and expence.
In agriculture, the labour of the rich country is not always much more
productive than that of the poor; or, at least, it is never so much more
productive, as it commonly is in manufactures. The corn of the rich
country, therefore, will not always, in the same degree of goodness, come
cheaper to [11] market than that of the poor. The corn of Poland, in the
same degree of goodness, is as cheap as that of France, notwithstanding
o= the 1
5 See below, I.x.b.52.
¢ The same point is made at IV.ix.35. The limitation imposed on the division of labour
in agriculture is stated to require greater knowledge on the part of the workman at
I.x.c.24. At the same time, agriculture was regarded by Smith as the most productive form
of investment, Il.v.12.
7 LJ (A) vi.30-1 comments that: ‘Agriculture however does not admit of this separa-
tion of employment in the same degree as the manufactures of wool or lint or iron work.
same man must often be the plougher of the land, sower, harrower, reaper and
thresher of the corn (tho’ here there may be some distinctions.)’ Similar points are made

in LJ (B) 214, ed. Cannan 164.
® The two preceding sentences follow the text of ED 2.5 very closely.



Li] the Wealth of Nations 17

the superior opulence and improvement of the latter country. The corn
of France is, in the corn provinces, fully as good, and in most years nearly
about the same price with the corn of England, though, in opulence and
improvement, France is perhaps inferior to England. The “corn-lands®
of England, however, are better cultivated than those of France, and the
¢corn-lands® of France are said to be much better cultivated than those
of Poland. But though the poor country, notwithstanding the inferiority
of its cultivation, can, in some measure, rival the rich in the cheapness
and goodness of its corn, it can pretend to no such competition in its
manufactures; at least if those manufactures suit the soil, climate, and
situation of the rich country. The silks of France are better and cheaper
than those of England, because the silk manufacture, ‘at least under the
present high duties upon the importation of raw silk,” does not %so well?
suit the climate of England "as that of France.” But the hard-ware and
the coarse woollens of England are beyond all comparison superior to
those of France, and much cheaper too in the same degree of goodness.®
In Poland there are said to be scarce any manufactures of any kind, a few
of those coarser household manufactures excepted, without which no
country can well subsist.

This great increase ‘of’ the quantity of work, which, /in consequence
of the division of labour,’ [12] the same number of people are capable
of performing, * is owing to three different circumstances; first, to the
increase of dexterity in every particular workman; secondly, to the saving
of the time which is commonly lost in passing from one species of work
to another; and lastly, to the invention of a great number of machines
which facilitate and abridge labour, and enable one man to do the work

of many.1° )
First, the improvement of the dexterity of the workman necessarily

4-d lands 1 #-¢ lands 1 -1 2-6 -9 2-6 h-h 2.6 in 6
-1 2-6 ¥ in consequence of the division of labour, 1

9 ED 2.5 ends with the statement that: “The corn of France is fully as good and in the
provinces where it grows rather cheaper than that of England, at least during ordinary
seasons. But the toys of England, their watches, their cutlery ware, their locks & hinges
of doors, their buckles and buttons are in accuracy, solidity, and perfection of work out
of all comparison superior to those of France, and cheaper too in the same degree of
goodness.” A précis of this argument appears in L] (A) vi.31-2, and L]J (B) 214, ed.
Cannan 164; and see below, 1.xi.0.4, where Smith states that manufactures which use the
coarser metals have probably the greatest scope for the division of labour.

ED 2.6 and 7 are omitted from the WN. In these passages Smith elaborated on the
advantages of the division of labour in pin making and added that these adv?ntages were
such as to suggest that any rich country which faced a loss of markets in mtematxongl
trade to a poor one ‘must have been guilty of some great error in its police.’_There is
no corresponding passage in L] (B), but a similar argument occurs in L] (A) vi.34.

19 This paragraph is evidently based on ED 2.8. Similar points appear in L] &)
vi.38; L] (B) 215-16, ed. Cannan 166. The advantages are also cited in the Encyclopédie

(1755), i.713-17.
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increases the quantity of the work he can perform, and the division of
labour, by reducing every man’s business to some one simple operation,
and by making this operation the sole employment of his life, necessarily
increases very much the dexterity of the workman. A common smith,
who, though accustomed to handle the hammer, has never been used to
make nails, if upon some particular occasion he is obliged to attempt it,
will scarce, I am assured, be able to make above two or three hundred
nails in a day, and those too very bad ones. A smith who has been accus-
tomed to make nails, but whose sole or principal business has not been
that of a nailer, can seldom with his utmost diligence make more than
eight hundred or a thousand nails in a day. I have seen several boys under
twenty years of age who had never exercised any other trade but that of
making nails, and who, when they exerted themselves, could make, each
of them, upwards of two thousand three hundred nails in a day. The
making of a nail, however, is by no means one [13] of the simplest opera-
tions. The same person blows the bellows, stirs or mends the fire as there
is occasion, heats the iron, and forges every part of the nail: In forging
the head too he is obliged to change his tools. The different operations
into which the making of a pin, or of a metal button, is subdivided, are
all of them much more simple, and the dexterity of the person, of whose
life it has been the sole business to perform them, is usually much greater.
The rapidity with which some of the operations of those manufactures
are performed, exceeds what the human hand could, by those who had
never seen them, be supposed capable of acquiring.!?

Secondly, the advantage which is gained by saving the time commonly
lost in passing from one sort of work to another, is much greater than we
should at first view be apt to imagine it. It is impossible to pass very
quickly from one kind of work to another, that is carried on in a different
place, and with quite different tools. A country weaver, who cultivates
a small farm, must lose a good deal of time in passing from his loom
to the field, and from the field to his loom. When the two trades can

11 This whole paragraph follows ED 2.9, save that the boy is there said to have been
19 years old. A similar argument occurs in L] (A) vi.38, where a nailsmith of 15 is said

to be capable of producing 3,000-4,000 nails in a day. See also LJ (B) 216, ed. Cannan
166:

A country smith not accustomed to make nails will work very hard for 3 or 400 a day,
and these too very bad. But a boy used to it will easily make 2000 and these incompar-
ably better; yet the improvement of dexterity in this very complex manufacture can
never be equal to that in others. A nail-maker changes postures, blows the bellows,
changes tools etca. and therefore the quantity produced cannot be so great as in manu-
factures of pins and buttons, where the work is reduced to simple operations.

(The manufacture of nails was common in central and east Scotland. In the village of
Pathhead and Gallatown near Kirkcaldy a number of nailers worked domestically, using
iron supplied by merchants from Dysart. The growth of the iron industry in central
Scotland provided local supplies later.)
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be carried on in the same workhouse, the loss of time is no doubt much
less. It is even in this case, however, very considerable. A man commonly
saunters a little in turning his hand from one sort of employment to
another. When he first begins the new work he is seldom very keen and
hearty; his mind, as they say, does not go to it, and for some time he
rather trifles than applies to good purpose.!? The [14] habit of saunter-
ing and of indolent careless application, which is naturally, or rather
necessarily’® acquired by every country workman who is obliged to
change his work and his tools every half hour, and to apply his hand in
twenty different ways almost every day of his life; renders him almost
always slothful and lazy, and incapable of any vigorous application
even on the most pressing occasions. Independent, therefore, of his
deficiency in point of dexterity, this cause alone must always reduce
considerably the quantity of work which he is capable of performing.1¢
Thirdly, and lastly, every body must be sensible how much labour is
facilitated and abridged by the application of proper machinery. It is
unnecessary to give any example.!® I shall ! only observe, ™therefore,™

! therefore, I m-m 26

12 Cf. ED 2.10: ‘A man of great spirit and activity, when he is hard pushed upon some
particular occasion, will pass with the greatest rapidity from one sort of work to another
through a great variety of businesses. Even a man of spirit and activity, however, must
be hard pushed before he can do this.’

13 Smith often juxtaposes the terms ‘naturally’ and ‘necessarily’. See, for example,
Lviii.57, I1Li.3, IV.i.30, IV.ii.4, 6, IV.vii.c.80, V.i.b.12, V.i.f.24, V.i.g.23.

14 The preceding two sentences follow the concluding passages of ED 2.10 very
closely. Similar arguments appear in LJ (A) vi.39-40 and LJ (B) 216~17, ed. Cannan
1667,

15 Smith cites three major improvements apart from the fire engines mentioned below,
in Ixi.0.12, and see also ILii.7. The ‘condensing engine’ and ‘what is founded upon it,
the wind gun’ are cited as ‘ingenious and expensive machines’ in External Senses, 16.
Cf. ED 2.11: ‘By means of the plough two men, with the assistance of three horses, will
cultivate more ground than twenty could do with the spade. A miller and his servant, with
a wind or water mill, will at their ease, grind more corn than eight men could do, with
the severest labour, by hand mills.” A similar example occurs in LJ (B) 217, ed. Cannan
167, save that it is said that the miller and his servant ‘will do more with the water miln
than a dozen men with the hand miln, tho’ it too be a machine’. L] (B) does not
mention the windmill and it is also interesting to note that the example provided at
LJ (A) vi.40 is exactly the same as that provided in ED. It is stated at l.xi‘o..xz that
neither wind nor water mills were known in England at the beginning of the sixteenth
century.

Cf. Montesquieu, Esprit des Lois, trans. Thomas Nugent, ed. F. Neumann (New Yor?,
1959), XXII1.xv.3, where it is stated that machines are not always useful, for example, in
cases where their effect is to reduce employment. He added that ‘if water-mills were not
everywhere established, I should not have believed them so useful as is pretended’._ln
commenting on this remark Sir James Steuart confirmed that the advanfages of using
machines were ‘so palpable that I need not insist upon them’, especially in t%xe current
situation of Europe. He did, however, agree that the introduction oi_" machines could
cause problems of employment in the very short run, and that they xr.ught have aflvFrse
consequences in an economy incapable of further growth. See especially the Principles
of Political Oeconomy (London, 1767), Lxix.
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that the invention of all those machines by which labour is so much facili-
tated and abridged, seems to have been originally owing to the division
of labour. Men are much more likely to discover easier and readier methods
of attaining any object, when the whole attention of their minds is directed
towards that single object, than when it is dissipated among a great variety
of things. But in consequence of the division of labour, the whole of every
man’s attention comes naturally to be directed towards some one very
simple object. It is naturally to be expected, therefore, that some one or
other of those who are employed in each particular branch of labour should
soon find out easier and readier methods of performing their own par-
ticular work, wherever the nature of it admits of such [15] improvement.16
A great part of the machines "made use of” in those manufactures in which
labour is most subdivided, were originally the inventions of common
workmen, who, being each of them employed in some very simple opera-
tion, naturally turned their thoughts towards finding out easier and
readier methods of performing it.}” Whoever has been much accustomed
to visit such manufactures, must frequently have been shew