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        1. Adam Smith’s relevance to today’s economic anxieties 

• Americans feel uneasy about the economy and the future, often blaming foreign competition or AI. 

• Policymakers respond with antitrust, industrial policy, and trade restrictions. 

• Furman argues that Adam Smith’s 250-year-old insights offer clearer guidance than many modern 

proposals. 

   2. Smith is widely misunderstood 

• Conservatives often reduce him to “laissez-faire” and the “invisible hand.” 

• Liberals often dismiss him as a defender of greed. 

• Smith was more nuanced: he believed ordinary people, not elites, drive prosperity when 

institutions don’t block them. 

    3. Smith’s core principle: broad, shared prosperity 

• A nation should be judged by whether it provides the “necessaries and conveniencies of life” to 

ordinary people. 

• He insisted that no society can flourish if most people are poor. 

    4. The division of labor as the engine of progress 

• Smith’s pin-factory example showed how specialization multiplies productivity. 

• Modern supply chains—from canned soup to AI—are even more complex and impossible for any 

planner to centrally design. 

• Productivity growth is the moral core of economic progress because it raises living standards. 

    5. Smith balanced realism with moral sentiment 

• Before The Wealth of Nations, he wrote The Theory of Moral Sentiments, emphasizing sympathy 

and moral judgment. 

• In markets, however, he believed policy must reflect how people actually behave—motivated by 

self-interest, not benevolence. 

   6. Smith distrusted institutions that block competition 

• He criticized: Government favoritism, Employers suppressing wages, Guilds and licensing rules that 

restrict entry, Barriers to building housing or hospitals 

• Furman notes these problems remain widespread today. 

• Modern antitrust is needed because monopoly power can persist in ways Smith couldn’t fully 

foresee. 

   7. Smith opposed mercantilism—and would oppose today’s tariffs 

• Mercantilism focused on hoarding gold and trade surpluses. 

• Smith argued: 

o Trade deficits aren’t inherently bad 

o Imports benefit consumers 

o Trade expands specialization and raises living standards 

• Furman sees today’s tariff-heavy industrial policy as repeating old mistakes: fewer choices, higher 

prices, slower growth. 

       8. Smith’s most neglected virtue: optimism 

• Smith marveled at rising living standards even in his own time. 

• Since then, progress has accelerated dramatically. 

• Recognizing this doesn’t mean ignoring problems—it means approaching them with confidence in 

human ingenuity. 

       9. Smith’s message for today 

• Don’t worship markets or reject them. 

• Discipline power—both governmental and corporate. 

• Defend competition. 

• Keep the focus on improving the lives of ordinary people. 


