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Abstract 
This educational note provides an example of how to teach students about 
the economic way of thinking with invisible-hand stories. By making use of 
the well-known narrative of Jackie Robinson breaking Major League 
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I. Introduction 
Today many high school students never encounter the benefits of 
free markets and individual liberty. Instead, they are frequently 
overwhelmed by antimarket curricular material and textbooks 
accompanied by teachers who are poorly informed on economics. 
We propose that economic educators develop teaching approaches to 
help potentially resistant students give free markets an intellectual 
chance. We combine the economic way of thinking with invisible-
hand stories to illustrate how the operation of largely free markets 
promotes positive, even if unintended, social outcomes. Our example 
of a motivating invisible-hand story is the desegregation of Major 
League Baseball in 1947, many years before the 1960s civil rights 
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movement helped desegregate other parts of American society. Jackie 
Robinson had courage and fortitude, and the world would not be the 
same without him. In this article we also look at some often-
overlooked factors with which Jackie Robinson worked: profit 
mechanisms and market forces. Both Robinson and the invisible 
hand can be viewed as being on the good side of history in this 
important move to desegregation. 
 
II. Invisible-Hand Stories 
The invisible hand is often ignored or underappreciated, or it gets a 
bad rap. With a 2019 Gallup Poll finding that capitalism and 
socialism are equally popular among young adults (Saad 2021) for the 
first time since the poll began in 
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V. Applying the Economic Way of Thinking to Racial 
Segregation in Major League Baseball 
Inspired by Gwartney et al. (2018), Gwartney et al. (2016), and 
Heyne, Prychitko, and Boettke (2006), we distill six principles of the 
economic way of thinking and apply them to the Jackie Robinson 
story, showing how Major League Baseball moved more quickly than 
other institutions away from racial segregation. 
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Imagine the position of a 1940s Major League Baseball team 
owner who wants to earn a profit and all the glory that comes from 
winning. The owner knows great athletic talent is nearby and could 
help the team win. Further, that talent wants to play and win. Some 
club owners wanted to hire the best players regardless of race and yet 
had been previously forced to only sign white players. 

As Adam Smith ([1776] 1981) famously wrote, “It is not from the 
benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect 
our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest.” 
Although Branch Rickey may have been partly motivated by 
benevolence and doing what was morally right, the profit motive and 
market forces were also pulling in the same direction—toward hiring 
the best talent available. 

>#! 6%+-.%! &*%'1%! %&+8+24&! )=)1%2)? *(.%)! +@! 1/%! A'2%? 1/'1!
48@.(%8&%!48:404:('.!&/+4&%)!'8:!48&%8140%)#!
Adam Smith ([1776] 1981) wrote a lot about the rules of the game 
and how competition is important for restraining bad behavior. 
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