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Lesson Plan: "The Virtues of Self-Interest: Insights from Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations"

Objective:

Students will explore Adam Smith's concept of self-interest and its role in promoting societal
benefits. They will analyze how individual pursuits can lead to collective prosperity and understand
the distinction between self-interest and selfishness.

Materials Needed:

e Excerpts from Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations and The Theory of Moral Sentiments.
e Handouts summarizing key concepts: self-interest, the invisible hand, division of labor.
e Accessto the Game of Thrones clip where Tyrion Lannister discusses self-interest.

e Case studies illustrating self-interest leading to societal benefits.

Lesson Steps:
1. Introduction (10 minutes):

e Define self-interest: The pursuit of actions that are beneficial to oneself.
e Differentiate between self-interest and selfishness:

o Self-interest involves pursuing personal benefits while considering the well-being of
others.

o Selfishness implies seeking personal gain at the expense of others.

e Introduce Adam Smith's perspective:

o InThe Wealth of Nations, Smith argues that individuals pursuing their own interests
can unintentionally contribute to society's overall good, as if their actions were
guided by an "invisible hand."

o Emphasize that Smith's concept of self-interest is nuanced and not synonymous
with greed.

2. Viewing Clip (5 minutes):

e Show the Game of Thrones scene where Tyrion Lannister explains the role of self-interestin

human behavior.
e Discuss how Tyrion's insights align with or differ from Adam Smith's views.

3. Group Discussion (15 minutes):
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e Divide students into small groups to discuss:

O
O
O

How does self-interest drive economic activities in society?
Can self-interest lead to positive outcomes for the community? Provide examples.

What safeguards are necessary to ensure that the pursuit of self-interest doesn't
harm others?

e Encourage students to consider modern examples, such as entrepreneurs creating
businesses that fulfill consumer needs.

4. Concept Application (20 minutes):

e Case Study Analysis:

O

O

Present real-world scenarios where self-interest led to societal benefits, such as:
= Innovations in technology improving quality of life.
= Competitive markets leading to better products and services.
Ask students to analyze:
= The motivations of the individuals involved.
= The unintended positive outcomes for society.
= How these examples reflect Adam Smith's theory.

e Discusstherole of ethical considerations in pursuing self-interest.

5. Wrap-Up and Reflection (10 minutes):

e Summarize key takeaways:

O

Adam Smith's concept of self-interest suggests that individuals' pursuit of their own
goals can lead to societal benefits.

The "invisible hand" metaphor illustrates how self-regulated markets can promote
the common good.

Distinguishing between self-interest and selfishness is crucial in understanding
economic behaviors.

e Pose areflective question: How can individuals balance their self-interest with the well-
being of society in today's world?
6. Activity or Homework (20 minutes):

e Role-Playing Exercise:

O
O

©)

Assign students different roles in a marketplace: consumers, producers, regulators.
Simulate market interactions where each participant pursues their self-interest.
Observe and discuss how these individual pursuits can lead to efficient outcomes
and mutual benefits.

Discuss how these individual pursuits may lead to inefficient outcomes and overall
harm to economic welfare.

Reflect on the importance of ethical behavior and regulations in maintaining market
fairness.



