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Adam Smith, the “father” of modern economics, wrote in Wealth of Nations (1776) of capitalism’s “invisible hand.” By it, he meant the way that free markets can motivate self-interested people to act for the common good, even when they do not intend to do so.

“Invisible hand” is a submerged metaphor.

If I say, “George roared in anger,” I am comparing George to something that roars, without stating explicitly the thing to which I am comparing him  (probably a large, wild cat). Similarly, if I say, “He erupted from his chair,” the second term of the comparison (volcano) is submerged.

If “invisible hand” is a submerged metaphor, then to what is the market’s self-correcting force being compared?

First: a person. What else has hands?

Second: not just any person, but the Divine Person. Who else has invisible hands?

And there is a second way in which “invisible hand” suggests God. Let me use an analogy. In Isa 6:1, Isaiah has a vision of God. Isaiah says of God that “the hem of his robe filled the temple.” Well, if the temple, a grand building, only contains the hem of God’s robe, how much taller than the temple must God extend? All the way up to the sky. Similarly, if the market is guided by an invisible hand, and not a whole person, how much larger than the market must the owner of the hand be? Hence a second, implicit characteristic of the owner of the invisible hand—immensity—suggests that its owner is God.

“Invisible hand,” then, is a brilliant personification: it convinces us (without lifting a hand!) that market self-correction is something divine, part of the divine order, God’s doing, something he wills.

I don’t know whether or not Smith was aware that his phrase was a submerged metaphor. But surely he must have been pleased at how fittingly it supported free-market capitalism.

Nowadays, however, the phrase’s “mystical” connotation plays into the hands(!) of political conservatives and laissez faire economists (Heritage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, etc.)—those for whom non-interference in markets is all but a religion.

