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Leonard E. Read (1898-1983) established the Foundation for
Economic Education in 1946. For the next 37 years he served as FEE’s
president and labored tirelessly to promote and advance liberty. He
was a natural leader who, at a crucial moment in American history,
roused the forces defending individual freedom and private property.

His life is a testament to the power of ideas. As President Ronald
Reagan wrote: “Our nation and her people have been vastly enriched
by his devotion to the cause of freedom, and generations to come will
look to Leonard Read for inspiration.”

Read was the author of 29 books and hundreds of essays. “I,
Pencil,” his most famous essay, was first published in 1958. Although
a few of the manufacturing details and place names have changed, the
principles endure.

This new edition of “I, Pencil” was made possible by the generosity of
John A. Kasch, M.D.
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Introduction

By RICHARD M. EBELING

It is a rare gift to be able to take the complex and abstract
and reduce it to commonsensical terms without losing any of
the essentials of the argument. Leonard E. Read had that rare
talent. In “I, Pencil” he conveys the true miracle of the market
by telling the family history of an ordinary object of everyday
life—an old-fashioned writing instrument.

How often do we hear that modern life is so complex that
government must impose its guiding hand to assure order in
society? Yet in the following pages Leonard Read demonstrates
how futile it is for any one mind or even a group of great minds
to try to undertake the task of bringing into existence every-
day goods and services that we take for granted.

We go to the shopping mall, and the retail stores are brim-
ming with items we may wish to buy. We enter the supermar-
ket or grocery store, and the aisles are filled with shelf after
shelf of foods and related commodities to meet our wants and
needs. We drive our car on a vacation, and in every town or city
along the way store after store offers us all the amenities for
enjoying our journey.

Where did all these goods and services come from? Who
produced and supplied them? How did all the millions of peo-
ple involved in their manufacture and provision know where
and how to apply their particular talents and abilities to make
their respective contributions to the final result?

As Read says, even the wisest of the wise would not know
how to direct and coordinate all the activities that encompass
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the actions of individuals dispersed across countries and conti-
nents. Only freedom supplies the means of fulfilling these
seemingly infinite and interrelated tasks. And all of it is done
through an “invisible hand,” a phrase made famous by Adam
Smith in The Wealth of Nations (1776).

All of us can be left at liberty to choose and act as we think
individually to be best, and our decisions will be spontaneous-
ly brought into harmony through the prices of the market.
Prices inform others what it is that we may want to purchase.
Those same prices also tell those others at what remuneration
we would be willing to do various things for them. We are each
left free to apply our creativity in ways we hope will better our
circumstances. But to do so we must apply ourselves in ways
that others value. Otherwise we cannot earn the income that
enables us to buy what others offer in exchange.

How much more effective is freedom than a system of gov-
ernment command and control! Why constrain our individual
creative and productive actions to what the limited minds of
any group of planners and regulators can attempt to compre-
hend and appreciate?

By tracing the “family tree” of an ordinary pencil, Leonard
Read demonstrates the importance of humility. Let us stop and
think before we pass power into the hands of those in political
authority, no matter how well intentioned they may be, under
the illusion that they have the knowledge to successfully
design and direct our lives.

If we learn this simple but profound lesson, we may yet
stop and reverse the continuing tendency to delegate power to
social engineers who want to mastermind our existence and
well-being.

Instead, the eloquently expressed insight of Leonard E.
Read’s “I, Pencil” may help us sketch a new path to liberty.

Dr. Richard M. Ebeling is the president of the Foundation for
Economic Education.
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I, Pencil

By LEONARD E. READ

I am a lead pencil—the ordinary wooden pencil familiar to
all boys and girls and adults who can read and write.

Writing is both my vocation and my avocation; that’s all I do.

You may wonder why I should write a genealogy. Well, to
begin with, my story is interesting. And, next, I am a mystery
—more so than a tree or a sunset or even a flash of lightning.
But, sadly, I am taken for granted by those who use me, as if I
were a mere incident and without background. This supercil-
ious attitude relegates me to the level of the commonplace.
This is a species of the grievous error in which mankind
cannot too long persist without peril. For, the wise G. K.
Chesterton observed, “We are perishing for want of wonder, not
for want of wonders.”

I, Pencil, simple though I appear to be, merit your
wonder and awe, a claim I shall attempt to prove. In fact, if you
can understand me—no, that’s too much to ask of anyone—if
you can become aware of the miraculousness which I symbol-
ize, you can help save the freedom mankind is so unhappily
losing. I have a profound lesson to teach. And I can teach this
lesson better than can an automobile or an airplane or a
mechanical dishwasher because—well, because I am seemingly
so simple.

Simple? Yet, not a single person on the face of this earth
knows how to make me. This sounds fantastic, doesn’t it?
Especially when it is realized that there are about one and one-
half billion of my kind produced in the U.S.A. each year.
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people—in the unawareness that millions of tiny know-hows
would naturally and miraculously form and cooperate to satis-
fy this necessity—the individual cannot help but reach the
erroneous conclusion that mail can be delivered only by gov-
ernmental “masterminding.”

Testimony Galore

If I, Pencil, were the only item that could offer testimony
on what men and women can accomplish when free to try, then
those with little faith would have a fair case. However, there is
testimony galore; it’s all about us and on every hand. Mail
delivery is exceedingly simple when compared, for instance, to
the making of an automobile or a calculating machine or a
grain combine or a milling machine or to tens of thousands of
other things. Delivery? Why, in this area where men have been
left free to try, they deliver the human voice around the world
in less than one second; they deliver an event visually and in
motion to any person’s home when it is happening; they deliv-
er 150 passengers from Seattle to Baltimore in less than four
hours; they deliver gas from Texas to one’s range or furnace in
New York at unbelievably low rates and without subsidy; they
deliver each four pounds of oil from the Persian Gulf to our
Eastern Seaboard—halfway around the world—for less money
than the government charges for delivering a one-ounce letter
across the street!

The lesson I have to teach is this: Leave all creative
energies uninhibited. Merely organize society to act in harmo-
ny with this lesson. Let society’s legal apparatus remove all
obstacles the best it can. Permit these creative know-hows
freely to flow. Have faith that free men and women will
respond to the Invisible Hand. This faith will be confirmed. I,
Pencil, seemingly simple though I am, offer the miracle of my
creation as testimony that this is a practical faith, as practical
as the sun, the rain, a cedar tree, the good earth.
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Afterword

By MILTON FRIEDMAN
Nobel Laureate, 1976

Leonard Read’s delightful story, “I, Pencil,” has become a
classic, and deservedly so. I know of no other piece of literature
that so succinctly, persuasively, and effectively illustrates the
meaning of both Adam Smith’s invisible hand—the possibility
of cooperation without coercion—and Friedrich Hayek’s
emphasis on the importance of dispersed knowledge and the
role of the price system in communicating information that
“will make the individuals do the desirable things without
anyone having to tell them what to do.”

We used Leonard’s story in our television show, “Free to
Choose,” and in the accompanying book of the same title to
illustrate “the power of the market” (the title of both the first
segment of the TV show and of chapter one of the book). We
summarized the story and then went on to say:

“None of the thousands of persons involved in producing
the pencil performed his task because he wanted a pencil.
Some among them never saw a pencil and would not know
what it is for. Each saw his work as a way to get the goods and
services he wanted—goods and services we produced in order
to get the pencil we wanted. Every time we go to the store and
buy a pencil, we are exchanging a little bit of our services for
the infinitesimal amount of services that each of the thousands
contributed toward producing the pencil.

“It is even more astounding that the pencil was ever pro-
duced. No one sitting in a central office gave orders to these
thousands of people. No military police enforced the orders
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that were not given. These people live in many lands, speak
different languages, practice different religions, may even hate
one another—yet none of these differences prevented them
from cooperating to produce a pencil. How did it happen?
Adam Smith gave us the answer two hundred years ago.”

“I, Pencil” is a typical Leonard Read product: imaginative,
simple yet subtle, breathing the love of freedom that imbued
everything Leonard wrote or did. As in the rest of his work, he
was not trying to tell people what to do or how to conduct
themselves. He was simply trying to enhance individuals’
understanding of themselves and of the system they live in.

That was his basic credo and one that he stuck to consis-
tently during his long period of service to the public—not
public service in the sense of government service. Whatever
the pressure, he stuck to his guns, refusing to compromise his
principles. That was why he was so effective in keeping alive,
in the early days, and then spreading the basic idea that
human freedom required private property, free competition,
and severely limited government.
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FOUNDATION FOR EcoONOMIC EDUCATION
Freedom’s Home Since 1946

The Foundation for Economic Education (FEE), the oldest
free-market organization in the United States, was established
in 1946 by Leonard E. Read to study and advance the freedom
philosophy. FEE’s mission is to offer the most consistent case
for the first principles of freedom: the sanctity of private prop-
erty, individual liberty, the rule of law, the free market, and the
moral superiority of individual choice and responsibility over
coercion.

The Foundation’s periodicals The Freeman: Ideas on
Liberty and Notes from FEE present timeless insights on the
positive case for human liberty to thousands of people around
the world. Throughout the year FEE’s lecture series, programs,
and seminars bring together hundreds of individuals of all
ages to explore the foundations of free enterprise and market
competition. The Foundation plays a major role in publishing
and promoting numerous essential books on the freedom phi-
losophy.

Millions of people a year visit our state-of-the-art website,
www.fee.org. Cybervisitors can read books and periodicals, lis-
ten to speakers, take a virtual tour of the Foundation, pur-
chase books, register for events and programs, and much more.
Our popular e-commentary, In Brief, remains an indispensable
source of daily information for thousands of people.

The Foundation for Economic Education is a non-political,
non-profit, tax-exempt educational foundation and accepts no
taxpayer money. FEE is supported solely by contributions from

private individuals and foundations.




OTHER BOOKS FROM THE
FounDpATION FOR ECcONOMIC EDUCATION

Anything That’s Peaceful
by Leonard E. Read

The Freedom Philosophy
edited by Paul L. Poirot

The Free Market and Its Enemies
by Ludwig von Mises

The Law
by Frédéric Bastiat

The Mainspring of Human Progress
by Henry Grady Weaver

And many more!

For a complete list of titles, please visit our

online store at www.fee.org.
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