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1

Introduction

adam smith’s america offers a new way to understand the meaning 
and significance of Adam Smith’s ideas through the eyes of his past read-
ers. It shows how Smith’s American reception teaches us just as much, 
if not more, about the political, ideological, and methodological com-
mitments that those ideas were recruited to serve as they teach us about 
Smith himself.

During the Founding Era, an elite cadre of American figures saw 
Smith’s works as contributions to the Enlightenment science of man. 
His writings were broadly useful because they distilled general, univer-
sal principles of man and society which could be set into motion as part 
of the “science of the legislator” in the project of nation-building. Not 
until the 1820s would Americans begin to treat political economy as 
more than just a branch of statecraft; not until then did it become a sci-
ence worthy of pursuing in its own right. In their efforts to outline a 
science of political economy that was fit for American circumstances, 
writers, educators, and popular figures also invented Smith’s authorita-
tive status. By designating The Wealth of Nations as the origin point of 
the science of political economy, American political economists turned 
Smith into a figure who simultaneously commanded reverence and in-
spired criticism.

Debates over free trade throughout the nineteenth century trans-
formed the terms on which Americans engaged with Smith’s ideas. In 
the hands of free trade proponents, The Wealth of Nations became a 
political weapon that defended the scientific legitimacy of free trade 
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politics; in the hands of opponents, on the other hand, Smith’s ideas 
represented an outmoded, dangerous, and un-American vision of na-
tional wealth and glory. Late-nineteenth-century debates in the economics 
profession, though they never fully stripped Smith of his associations 
with free trade, raised new questions about the political relevance of his 
works. Arguments about the correct socio-ethical orientation of eco-
nomics were projected onto Smith. “New Generation” economists 
saw Smith’s methodological eclecticism and political theory as an anti-
dote to the extremisms of laissez-faire on the one hand and socialism 
on the other.

Yet the complexity and pluralism of those readings would be over-
shadowed by the influence of the so-called Chicago School’s distillation 
of Smith’s ideas into a popular and powerful myth: that rational self-
interest is the only valid premise for the analysis of human behavior, and 
that only the invisible hand of the market, not the heavy hand of govern-
ment, could guarantee personal and political freedom. This version of 
Adam Smith has become so recognizable in scholarship and in the pub-
lic imagination that few have questioned its origins and purpose. I argue 
that the “Chicago Smith” was a deliberate construction and product of 
its time and place. Chicago economists over different generations re-
peatedly turned to Smith’s ideas to construct the content of a new liberal 
creed and to defend a unique analytic method, but they did so in ways 
that ultimately diminished, if not excluded, other interpretations of 
Smith and his ideas. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, though, 
major attempts were made to push back on the “Chicago Smith” and to 
recover Smith as a political and moral thinker in his own right.

This book treats reception history as the line between intention and 
impact. Reception explains the difference between what Smith might 
have originally meant or intended, and what subsequent readers made 
of his ideas. Thus, I am less interested in providing a definitive account 
of what Smith originally intended or meant than I am in elucidating the 
demands that his readers have brought to his works and how that col-
ored the lessons they have extracted from them. I adopt the language 
used by a number of historians of encountering, confronting, interpret-
ing, and even appropriating to make clear that reception is a process of 
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active creation, invention, and transformation.1 Taking reception his-
tory seriously requires that we try to see different possibilities for a text in 
different times and places. We have to excavate and study the layers of his-
torical accretions on and around an author and his or her ideas to un-
derstand how they served purposes that might be radically different 
from the ones they serve today.

One of the central arguments of this book is that successive construc-
tions of Smith’s significance and import often tell us less about the con-
tent of Smith’s ideas themselves, and more about the grounds on which 
his interpreters believed his authority rested. In the eighteenth century, 
America’s Founders saw Smith’s ideas about banking, factions, the divi-
sion of labor, and sympathy as useful because they appealed to enlight-
enment sensibilities about how to understand the governing dynamics 
of man in society. In the nineteenth century, assumptions about the 
scientific, timeless insights of his science of political economy enabled 
Smith’s ideas to exert newfound power in political debate. Perhaps most 
famously, The Chicago School used Smith to represent a belief in the 
scientific rationality of markets in opposition to the messy irrationality 
of politics. That view has since been challenged, predominantly by his-
torians of political thought and political philosophers who have argued 
that Smith’s distinctiveness lies not just in his economic thought, but in 
his moral philosophy. In other words, the value of Smith’s ideas has al-
ways been political. However, in contrast to being inherent in the texts, 
much of the political value stems from different assumptions about the 
objectivity and normativity of the science he supposedly invented. 
What I explore in this book, then, are the different ways in which 

1. I am particularly indebted to the pioneering work of Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen in her 
American Nietzsche, as well as Daniel T. Rodgers, As a City on a Hill: The Story of America’s Most 
Famous Lay Sermon, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 2018); Emily Jones, Edmund 
Burke and the Invention of Modern Conservatism, 1830–1914: An Intellectual History, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2017). My ideas and methods in this book have also benefitted im
mensely from—and indeed were inspired by—repeated conversations with Claire Rydell Ar-
cenas and her forthcoming book, America’s Philosopher: John Locke in American Intellectual Life 
(Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press, forthcoming), and Andrew Hartman and his forthcom-
ing book on Karl Marx’s American reception, Marx in America (Chicago, IL: Chicago University 
Press, forthcoming).
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Americans constructed meaning out of Smith’s texts and what they 
hoped they could gain—conceptually and politically—from doing so.

Smith’s reception in America is a story about what I call “the politics of 
political economy.” This phrase, as I see it, has two meanings. First, im-
mediate political and economic circumstances shape the kinds of ideas 
that are produced and the way those ideas are consumed. This is obvi-
ous but worth restating, if only because political economic ideas—
especially Smith’s ideas—are often seen as transcending the time and 
place for which they were originally written. But the second meaning is 
this: political economy is a language of authority. It is a language con-
structed by people in positions of power who hold competing concep-
tions of what American political economy looks like and how one ought 
to go about understanding it. The way in which various readers, writers, 
and speakers have portrayed Smith, used his ideas, and made claims 
about his importance are discursive choices. These portrayals can be 
used as tools or weapons, and as such, they can reveal as much as they 
can conceal. For instance, in the antebellum free trade debates, the in-
sistence on Smith’s authority as “the founder of the science” by legisla-
tors from the Cotton South cast the issue of trade in the universalizing 
language of political economy, thereby averting—though ultimately 
unsuccessfully—the polarizing language of slavery, and occluding the 
fact that a national economy built on “free trade” depended on the most 
unfree of labor. The Chicago School’s Smith relied on a conceptual-
ization of free markets as not only freedom-enhancing but also scientifi-
cally and objectively validated; but leaning into the outsized role of 
self-interest and the invisible hand deliberately minimized the impor-
tance of other forces and institutions beyond the market—forces and 
institutions which Smith himself discussed at length in The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments and The Lectures on Jurisprudence.

Claims about Smith’s contribution, his relevance or irrelevance to 
contemporary issues, his approach to political economy and (or even 
as) moral philosophy are political statements, whether about the scien-
tific validity of free trade, the rationality of free markets over state direc-
tion, or even the morality of market societies. The impulse to portray 
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political economy and economics, especially Smith’s version of eco-
nomics, as an objective science is deeply embedded in the history and 
politics of the discipline. And this has consequences for how The Theory 
of Moral Sentiments and other of Smith’s works are incorporated—or 
ignored—into the discursive frameworks used to describe and under-
stand the entanglement of politics and the modern economy.

Importantly, the reception history I chart here is selective rather than 
comprehensive. That is to say, this book does not try to track down and 
trace every reference or instance of using Smith. At the same time, it is 
not a history of reading Smith. Of course, reading is an important aspect 
of this history, and I refer to most of my primary subjects as Smith’s 
readers. Book history and readership studies—book production and 
book sales, catalogues and subscription lists, publication and republica-
tion, circulation, dissemination, and the like—are part of this history, 
but they are not constitutive of it. Instead, this book documents what 
might be called inflection points in the process of canonization. Chap-
ter 1 opens in the Founding Era, when Americans were reading Smith’s 
works during his own lifetime and shortly after his death. Smith’s works 
represented an enlightened way of thinking about man in society, but 
Americans were more interested in the usefulness of Smith’s ideas for 
the art of statecraft than they were in deploying his intellectual author-
ity. Smith, in other words, was not yet “ADAM SMITH.” While much 
of my survey of this period synthesizes existing scholarship, it neverthe-
less provides an important prelude—and contrast—to what follows.

Adam Smith’s authority as the agreed-upon founder of political econ-
omy crystallized in the early nineteenth century with the development 
of academic political economy in the United States, the subject of Chap-
ter 2. Chapter 3 draws on and substantially reworks an essay published 
as “ ‘The Apostle of Free Trade:’ Adam Smith and the nineteenth-
century American trade debates,” and shows how uses of Smith’s intel-
lectual authority became an explicitly political statement in debates 
about free trade throughout the nineteenth century.2 Canonized as the 

2. Glory M. Liu, “ ‘The Apostle of Free Trade:’ Adam Smith and the Nineteenth-Century 
American Trade Debates,” History of European Ideas 44, no. 2 (February 2018), 210–23.
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“apostle of free trade,” Smith became a political symbol that politicians 
sought either to align themselves with or distance themselves from. 
However, by the late 1880s, this tendency to use Smith, and the language 
of political economy more generally, polemically caused rifts to widen 
within the economics profession. Chapter 4 shows how a new genera-
tion of progressive economists began to challenge this image of Smith 
as a laissez-faire dogmatist. Shifting political concerns as well as biblio-
graphical discoveries—most importantly, the Lectures on Jurisprudence—
made doubtful the earlier, one-dimensional views of Smith as a materi-
alist and apologist for laissez-faire. After the Great Depression, the rise 
of the powerhouse of the Chicago School of economics transformed 
Smith into a theorist of the universal axiom of self-interest and the mir-
acle of free markets. This is a major turning point which I explore across 
Chapters 5 and 6, which jointly expand upon an earlier essay published 
in Modern Intellectual History.3 But the caricature of Smith as a would-be 
member of the Chicago economics department drew forth criticism, 
sparking not only the first wave of revisionist scholarship, but also a 
neoconservative critique of market society. I explore these themes in 
Chapter 7.

In each chapter I focus on some of the dominant questions, issues, and 
intellectual debates of the time, and show how those questions shaped 
the way Americans engaged with Smith in that particular period. I have 
intentionally made these historiographic choices with an eye toward 
some of the central interpretive problems and themes that have defined 
scholarship on Smith over time: his role as the “founder” of economics 
(Chapter 2), his status as a free trade symbol (Chapter 3), the “Adam 
Smith Problem” (Chapter 4), his reputation as a “Chicago-style eco-
nomics professor avant la lettre” and association with the free-market 
politics of the American right (Chapters 5 and 6), and efforts to recover 
a thicker conception of his politics and moral vision of capitalism 
(Chapter 7). In tracing the origins of these aspects of Smith’s posthu-
mous reputation, I seek to complicate, rather than to settle or debunk 

3. Glory M. Liu, “Rethinking the ‘Chicago Smith’ Problem: Adam Smith and the Chicago 
School, 1929–1980,” Modern Intellectual History 17, no. 4 (2020), 1041–68.
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their mythological quality. Put another way, this book does not try to 
“save” Adam Smith by holding the line against anachronism, abuse, ahis-
torical readings, and the like. That work, done primarily by Smith 
experts across a variety of fields, is undeniably important for our under-
standing of Smith and his ideas, as I discuss in Chapter 7 and elsewhere 
in the book. But that is not one of my primary aims here. As scholars 
have noted, the history of Smith is full of ahistorical, anachronistic, at-
tenuated readings. Nevertheless, we would do well to understand what 
purpose those readings have served and what consequences they have 
had—not just for how Smith’s works are read, but how they shape dis-
course around politics and economics.4

A particular challenge of writing the reception history of Adam 
Smith in America is that he was not the stuff of legends for quite some 
time. Moreover, many of Smith’s American commentators were paro-
chial figures, and even the more well-known—such as the Founders or 
Milton Friedman—did not produce theoretically rich, thick commen-
tary on Smith for the ages. Thus, the subjects and sources on which 
I base my study point toward what Sarah E. Igo calls a “free-range intel-
lectual history,” or at least a freer-range intellectual history. The meaning 
and implications of Smith’s ideas have often been publicly debated and 
claimed; they have shaped popular notions of Smith and have been 
popularly shaped as well.5 The people who have participated in these 
debates and made these claims are of a wide array: from founding states-
men to rank-and-file legislators; academic economists and social theo-
rists to public intellectuals and critics. In the eighteenth century, major 
political and economic treatises shed light on the immediate practical 
importance of Smith’s ideas, while book histories, reviews, and literary 

4. Rodgers, As a City on a Hill; Rothschild, “Adam Smith and Conservative Economics;” 
Richard Teichgraeber III, “Adam Smith and Tradition: The Wealth of Nations before Malthus,” 
in Economy, Polity, and Society, ed. Stefan Collini, Richard Whatmore, and Brian Young (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 85–104; Richard F. Teichgraeber, “ ‘Less Abused 
than I Had Reason to Expect’: The Reception of The Wealth of Nations in Britain, 1776–90,” The 
Historical Journal 30, no. 02 (1987), 337–66; Keith Tribe, “Adam Smith: Critical Theorist?,” Jour-
nal of Economic Literature 37, no. 2 (1999), 609–32.

5. Sarah E. Igo, “Toward a Free-Range Intellectual History,” in Joel Isaac et al., The Worlds of 
American Intellectual History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 324–42.
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publications reveal the diffuse, eclectic, and even protean nature of po
litical economy and moral philosophy at the time. In the chapters on 
academic political economy (Chapters 2 and 4), the extremely well-
documented histories of economic thought and economics education 
have provided a strong foundation for understanding Smith’s role in the 
development of economics as a discipline. Alongside this literature, I 
turn to a wide range of published materials—textbooks, journal articles, 
review essays, and the like—as well as archival materials such as student 
notebooks, professors’ lecture notes, course syllabi and catalogues. To-
gether, these sources offer a closer look at the patterns and processes 
that shaped understandings of Smith’s significance. In Chapter 3 on free 
trade, I rely heavily on records of Congressional debates such as the An-
nals of Congress, the Register of Debates, Congressional Globe, and the 
Congressional Record. Local newspapers often reprinted and summa-
rized speeches from the Congress floor, while major literary magazines 
like The North American Review offered insights into contemporary po
litical and economic issues with an academic sensibility. Finally, the 
chapters on the Chicago School (Chapters 5 and 6) afforded me the 
opportunity to make the most out of archival materials, documentaries, 
magazine columns, and even popular iconography. What I hope this 
freer-range approach shows is that Smith’s ideas—and ideas about 
Smith—do not always appear in clearly-marked and tidy packages, but 
are often messy, fragmented, and sometimes disguised.

This book is not about American “Smithians,” nor does it aim to pro-
vide a balance sheet of legitimate and illegitimate legatees of Smith’s 
ideas. As Knud Haakonssen and Donald Winch have argued, legacy 
attribution and evaluation not only require a “verdict” on which lines 
of inquiry springing from Smith are more or less productive, but also 
“that we can distinguish between what properly belongs to Smith and 
those accretions that reflect the preoccupations of his legatees.” My ap-
proach, by contrast, is closer to what Haakonssen and Winch classify as 
the study of fortuna: “the reception, influence, diffusion, translation, 
and reputation enjoyed by Smith’s writings as they have made their way 
into the world.” However, fortuna, I believe, is a misnomer. Reception, 
influence, translation, and reputation are not passively enjoyed by 
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Smith’s writings as they are tossed about by the winds of fortune; rather, 
these modes of transmission are created by human actors, who them-
selves are subject to, responding to, and even fashioning the “vicissi-
tudes of opinion at various times and places.” This is more than a matter 
of recapturing a “diachronic stock market valuation” over time, as Haa-
konssen and Winch describe; it is a way of understanding how and why 
certain people wanted to shape, control, or inherit Smith’s legacy as they 
viewed it.6

Thus, I have adopted a particular angle when approaching my source 
material. Rather than relying on faint “verbal echoes,” identifying argu-
ments reminiscent of Smith’s ideas, or using Smith’s arguments as 
frameworks for interpreting those of others, I rely on direct attributions, 
verbatim or near-verbatim quotations, invocations, and critiques.7 I sus-
pect that some people will find this too narrow. However, following 
Keith Tribe, I emphasize that this perspective gives us a much closer 
view of what those who had occasion to engage with Smith saw in him 
and believed he represented.8 One of the underlying assumptions of 
this perspective, therefore, is that there are reasons people are turning 
to Smith and choosing to invoke, quote, criticize, or attribute ideas to 
him. This book aims to show that those choices are politically signifi-
cant, not necessarily because they directly influence policy outcomes, 
but because they give us insight into how certain ideas enter the political 
stream, how they are used to define the scope and method of studying 

6. Knud Haakonssen and Donald Winch, “The Legacy of Adam Smith,” in Knud Haakons-
sen, The Cambridge Companion to Adam Smith, Cambridge Companions to Philosophy (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 367.

7. Samuel Fleischacker’s work on Smith’s reception among the American Founders skill-
fully combines circumstantial evidence, metrics of readership and reception, and analysis of 
parallel arguments along the lines of “identifying verbal echoes.” Fleischacker, “Adam Smith’s 
Reception among the American Founders.” Lisa Pace Vetter’s The Political Thought of America’s 
Founding Feminists (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2017) uses Smith’s Theory of 
Moral Sentiments and Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres as a framework for understanding 
the contributions of early American feminist writers such as Fanny Wright, Harriet Martineau, 
Sarah Grimke, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.

8. Keith Tribe, “ ‘Das Adam Smith Problem’ and the Origins of Modern Smith Scholarship,” 
History of European Ideas 34, no. 4 (2008), 514–25.
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politics and economics, and how they frame central issues of political 
economy.9

One unavoidable and unfortunate consequence of this book’s ap-
proach and its emphasis on the process of canonization, however, is that 
it primarily deals with people in positions of power—whether in gov-
ernment, the academy, or in society more generally. The voices featured 
in this book are overwhelmingly white, male, affluent, and highly edu-
cated. Their disproportionate representation here is in no way intended 
to justify their claims to power; instead, it should serve to highlight the 
extent to which our understanding of Smith and the scope and tools of 
political economy have been defined by those with traditional forms of 
institutional power, often to the exclusion of the powerless and disem-
powered. Yet women, African American writers, labor unions, and other 
marginalized groups were by no means silent on Smith. For example, 
Harriet Martineau, a British author who spent two years in the United 
States, shot to fame with her wildly successful, twenty-five-volume 
Illustrations of Political Economy (1832–1834). Though dismissed as a mere 
popularizer of Smith and Mill’s theories, women writers like Martineau 
were responsible for making political economy legible and more acces-
sible to a lay audience, especially women and girls who would have been 
excluded from higher education.10 Former slave and American aboli-
tionist Frederick Douglass was also familiar with Smith’s works. In one 
address, Douglass compared racial slavery to the “commercial fallacies 
long ago exposed by Adam Smith,” and his analysis of slaveowners’ love 
of pride and domination strongly echoes Smith’s analysis of slavery in 
The Wealth of Nations.11 While these stories of reception—and many 

9. For an interesting take on how intellectual history can show the causal impact of ideas on 
policy, see Ben Jackson, “Intellectual Histories of Neo-Liberalism and their Limits,” in Alec 
Davies, Ben Jackson, and Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, eds., A Neo-Liberal Age? Britain Since 
the 1970s (London: UCL Press, 2021).

10. Bette Polkinghorn, Adam Smith’s Daughters: Eight Prominent Women Economists from the 
Eighteenth Century to the Present (Cheltenham: Elgar, 1998); Valerie Sanders, Gaby Weiner, and 
Martineau Society, Harriet Martineau and the Birth of Disciplines: Nineteenth-Century Intellectual 
Powerhouse, (New York, NY: Routledge, 2017).

11. Frederick Douglass, “A Friendly Word to Maryland: An Address Delivered in Baltimore, 
Maryland, on 17 November 1864.” In John W. Blassingame and John R. McKivingan, eds. The 
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others—are not featured here, they deserve to be told and I hope will 
be told soon.

Readers might wonder whether America’s Adam Smith might have 
made more sense as a title for this book. After all, Americans, in the story 
I tell here, are the ones reimagining and reshaping Smith, not the other 
way around. It was his American interpreters and acolytes who American-
ized him. But, the book’s title hints at the ultimate irony in this story of 
Smith’s reception: that Americans might be captive to the very ideas of an 
Adam Smith that they invented. It is Adam Smith’s America now.

Frederick Douglass Papers. Series One: Speeches, Debates, and Interviews. Vol. 4: 1864–80. (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 48. Douglass writes in My Bondage and My Freedom, 
“If I ever wandered under the consideration, that the Almighty, in some way, ordained slavery, 
and willed my enslavement for his own glory, I wavered no longer. I had now penetrated the 
secret of all slavery and oppression, and had ascertained their true foundation to be in the pride, 
the power and the avarice of man. The dialogue and the speeches were all redolent of the princi
ples of liberty, and poured floods of light on the nature and character of slavery.” Frederick 
Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, ed. David W. Blight (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2014), 128. Compare to Smith in WN III.ii.10, 388. “The pride of man makes him love to 
domineer, and nothing mortifies him so much as to be obliged to condescend to persuade his 
inferiors. Whenever the law allows it, and the nature of the work can afford it, therefore, he will 
generally prefer the service of slaves to that of freemen.”
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