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In this excerpt, Adam Smith develops one of the central ideas of modern economics: the division of labor.
Through the famous example of the pin factory, he shows how productivity increases when work is
divided into specialized tasks. More broadly, Smith presents society as a vast network of interdependence,
in which even the simplest goods depend on the labor and exchange of countless people.

The greatest improvements 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.
The effects of the division of labour, in the gen-

eral business of society, will be more easily under-
stood, by considering in what manner it operates
in some particular manufactures. It is commonly
supposed to be carried furthest in some very tri-
fling ones; not perhaps that it really is carried fur-
ther in them than in others of more importance:
but in those trifling manufactures which are des-
tined 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 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 differ-
ent branch of the work employs so great a num-
ber of workmen, that it is impossible to collect
them all into the sameworkhouse.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-
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served.
To take an example, therefore, from a very tri-

fling manufacture, but one in which the division
of labour has been very often taken notice of, the
trade of a pin-maker: a workman not educated to
this business (which the division of labour has ren-
dered a distinct trade), nor acquainted with the
use of the machinery employed in it (to the in-
vention 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 trades. Oneman
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 re-
quires two or three distinct operations; to put it
on is a peculiar business; to whiten the pins is an-
other; 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 eigh-
teen distinct operations, which, in somemanufac-
tories, are all performedby distinct hands, though
in others the same man will sometimes perform
two or three of them. I have seen a small man-
ufactory of this kind, where ten men only were
employed, 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 them-
selves, 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 up-
wards of forty-eight thousand pins in a day. Each
person, therefore, making a tenth part of forty-
eight thousand pins, might be considered as mak-
ing four thousand eight hundred pins in a day.
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But if they had all wrought separately and inde-
pendently, and without any of them having been
educated to this peculiar business, they certainly
could not each of them have made twenty, per-
haps 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 consequence
of a proper division and combination of their dif-
ferent operations.

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 subdi-
vided, nor reduced to so great a simplicity of op-
eration. The division of labour, however, so far
as it can be introduced, occasions, in every art,
a proportionable increase of the productive pow-
ers of labour. The separation of different trades
and employments from one another, seems to
have taken place in consequence of this advan-
tage. This separation, too, is generally carried fur-
thest in those countries which enjoy the highest
degree of industry and improvement; what is the
work of one man, in a rude state of society, be-
ing generally that of several in an improved one.
In every improved society, the farmer is gener-
ally nothing but a farmer; themanufacturer, noth-
ing but a manufacturer. The labour, too, which is
necessary to produce any one completemanufac-
ture, is almost always divided among a great num-
ber of hands. How many different trades are em-
ployed 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 ad-
mit of so many subdivisions of labour, nor of so
complete a separation of one business from an-
other, as manufactures. It is impossible to sepa-
rate so entirely the business of the grazier from
that of the corn-farmer, as the trade of the car-
penter is commonly separated from that of the
smith. The spinner is almost always a distinct per-
son from the weaver; but the ploughman, the har-
rower, 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 impossibility of making so com-
plete 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 man-
ufactures. The most opulent nations, indeed, gen-

erally excel all their neighbours in agriculture as
well as in manufactures; but they are commonly
more distinguished by their superiority in the lat-
ter than in the former. Their lands are in general
better cultivated, and having more labour and ex-
pense bestowed upon them, producemore in pro-
portion 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 expense. In agriculture, the labour
of the rich country is not always much more pro-
ductive than that of the poor; or, at least, it is
never so much more productive, as it commonly
is in manufactures. [...]
This great increase in the quantity of work,

which, in consequence of the division of labour,
the same number of people are capable of per-
forming, is owing to three different circum-
stances; 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 in-
vention of a great number of machines which fa-
cilitate and abridge labour, and enable one man
to do the work of many.
First, the improvement of the dexterity of the

workmen, necessarily 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 opera-
tion the sole employment of his life, necessarily
increases very much the dexterity of the work-
man. [...]. The different operations into which the
making of a pin, or of ametal button, is subdivided,
are all of them much more simple, and the dex-
terity of the person, of whose life it has been the
sole business to perform them, is usually much
greater. The rapiditywithwhich some of the oper-
ations of those manufactures are performed, ex-
ceeds what the human hand could, by those who
had never seen them, be supposed capable of ac-
quiring.
Secondly, the advantage which is gained by sav-

ing the time commonly lost in passing from one
sort of work to another, is much greater than we
should at first viewbe apt to imagine it. It is impos-
sible 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 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 habit of sauntering, and of indolent
careless application, which is naturally, or rather
necessarily, acquired by every country workman
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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, ren-
ders him almost always slothful and lazy, and in-
capable 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 quan-
tity of work which he is capable of performing.
Thirdly, and lastly, everybody must be sensi-

ble how much labour is facilitated and abridged
by the application of proper machinery. It is un-
necessary to give any example. I shall only ob-
serve, therefore, that the invention of all those
machines by which labour is so much facilitated
and abridged, seems to have been originally ow-
ing 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 ob-
ject, than when it is dissipated among a great va-
riety of things. But, in consequence of the divi-
sion of labour, the whole of every man’s atten-
tion comes naturally to be directed towards some
one very simple object. It is naturally to be ex-
pected, 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 particular work,
whenever the nature of it admits of such im-
provement. A great part of the machines made
use of in those manufactures in which labour is
most subdivided, were originally the invention of
common workmen, who, being each of them em-
ployed in some very simple operation, naturally
turned their thoughts towards finding out easier
and readier methods of performing it. Whoever
has been much accustomed to visit such manu-
factures, must frequently have been shewn very
pretty machines, which were the inventions of
such workmen, in order to facilitate and quicken
their own particular part of the work. [...].
All the improvements in machinery, however,

have by no means been the inventions of those
who had occasion to use the machines. Many im-
provements have been made by the ingenuity of
the makers of the machines, when to make them
became the business of a peculiar trade; and some
by that of those who are called philosophers, or
men of speculation, whose trade it is not to do any
thing, but to observe every thing, and who, upon
that account, are often capable of combining to-
gether the powers of the most distant and dissim-
ilar objects in the progress of society, philosophy
or speculation becomes, like every other employ-
ment, the principal or sole trade and occupation
of a particular class of citizens. Like every other

employment, too, it is subdivided into a great
number of different branches, each of which af-
fords occupation to a peculiar tribe or class of
philosophers; and this subdivision of employment
in philosophy, as well as in every other business,
improves dexterity, and saves time. Each indi-
vidual becomes more expert in his own peculiar
branch, more work is done upon the whole, and
the quantity of science is considerably increased
by it.
It is the great multiplication of the produc-

tions of all the different arts, in consequence of
the division of labour, which occasions, in a well-
governed society, that universal opulence which
extends itself to the lowest ranks of the people.
Every workman has a great quantity of his own
work to dispose of beyond what he himself has
occasion for; and every other workman being ex-
actly in the same situation, he is enabled to ex-
change a great quantity of his own goods for a
great quantity or, what comes to the same thing,
for the price of a great quantity of theirs. He sup-
plies them abundantly with what they have oc-
casion for, and they accommodate him as am-
ply with what he has occasion for, and a gen-
eral plenty diffuses itself through all the different
ranks of the society.
Observe the accommodation of the most com-

mon artificer or daylabourer in a civilized and
thriving country, and you will perceive that the
number of people, of whose industry a part,
though but a small part, has been employed
in procuring him this accommodation, exceeds
all computation. The woollen coat, for example,
which covers the day-labourer, as coarse and
rough as it may appear, is the produce of the
joint labour of a great multitude of workmen.
The shepherd, the sorter of the wool, the wool-
comber or carder, the dyer, the scribbler, the
spinner, the weaver, the fuller, the dresser, with
many others, must all join their different arts in
order to complete even this homely production.
Howmany merchants and carriers, besides, must
have been employed in transporting the materi-
als from some of those workmen to others who
often live in a very distant part of the country?
How much commerce and navigation in particu-
lar, how many ship-builders, sailors, sail-makers,
rope-makers, must have been employed in order
to bring together the different drugs made use of
by the dyer, which often come from the remotest
corners of the world? What a variety of labour,
too, is necessary in order to produce the tools
of the meanest of those workmen! To say noth-
ing of such complicated machines as the ship of
the sailor, the mill of the fuller, or even the loom
of the weaver, let us consider only what a vari-
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ety of labour is requisite in order to form that
very simple machine, the shears with which the
shepherd clips the wool. The miner, the builder
of the furnace for smelting the ore, the feller of
the timber, the burner of the charcoal to be made
use of in the smelting-house, the brickmaker, the
bricklayer, the workmen who attend the furnace,
the millwright, the forger, the smith, must all of
them join their different arts in order to produce
them. Were we to examine, in the same manner,
all the different parts of his dress and household
furniture, the coarse linen shirt which he wears
next his skin, the shoes which cover his feet, the
bed which he lies on, and all the different parts
which compose it, the kitchen-grate at which he
prepares his victuals, the coals which he makes
use of for that purpose, dug from the bowels of
the earth, and brought to him, perhaps, by a long
sea and a long land-carriage, all the other uten-
sils of his kitchen, all the furniture of his table,
the knives and forks, the earthen or pewter plates
upon which he serves up and divides his victuals,
the different hands employed in preparing his
bread and his beer, the glass windowwhich lets in
the heat and the light, and keeps out the wind and
the rain, with all the knowledge and art requisite
for preparing that beautiful and happy invention,
without which these northern parts of the world

could scarce have afforded a very comfortable
habitation, togetherwith the tools of all the differ-
ent workmen employed in producing those differ-
ent conveniencies; if we examine, I say, all these
things, and consider what a variety of labour is
employed about each of them, we shall be sensi-
ble that, without the assistance and co-operation
of many thousands, the very meanest person in a
civilized country could not be provided, even ac-
cording to, what we very falsely imagine, the easy
and simple manner in which he is commonly ac-
commodated. Compared, indeed, with the more
extravagant luxury of the great, his accommoda-
tion must no doubt appear extremely simple and
easy; and yet it may be true, perhaps, that the ac-
commodation of an European prince does not al-
ways so much exceed that of an industrious and
frugal peasant, as the accommodation of the lat-
ter exceeds that ofmany an African king, the abso-
lute masters of the lives and liberties of ten thou-
sand naked savages.
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