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Adam Smith’s 900-page book The Wealth of Nations, published in England in 1776, is generally viewed 
as the manifesto---even the “Bible”---of free market, capitalist economics (much as Jefferson’s 
“Declaration of Independence,”  published in the same year, has been the world’s manifesto for political 
freedom).   Some of the concepts and language of The Wealth of Nations, especially the “invisible hand 
of the market” and the pursuit of economic self-interest are often-quoted.  But the length and turgid prose 
of Smith’s original have meant that few actually read his book, despite its unquestioned importance. 
 
Enter P. J. O’Rourke, enthusiastic capitalist, quirky political conservative, widely-published and successful 
essayist (Rolling Stone, Atlantic Monthly, etc.), author of thirteen books.  In just over 200 pages O’Rourke 
reviews and summarizes the five books of Smith’s Wealth of Nations.  Smith’s three basic concepts are 
(1) the pursuit of self-interest as the laudable, inevitable driver of economic well-being for individuals and 
societies, (2) the benefits of specialization and the division of labor, and (3) the benefits and workings of 
free trade.    
 
In addition to O’Rourke’s gift of summarizing and illustrating Smith’s major points and the overall flow of 
argument in Wealth, he provides essential context by introducing Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral 
Sentiments, written almost twenty years before Wealth of Nations.  Sentiments provides the essential 
ethical background within which alone free market capitalism can thrive and not go off the deep end of 
selfish, greedy, predatory practices.  O’Rourke also gives us just enough historical detail about 
economics, 18th century Britain, and Smith’s personal and professional life to illuminate the meaning of 
Smith’s writings. 
 
So you can’t go wrong on O’Rourke’s Wealth.  Think about it this way:  for a free market capitalist not to 
become familiar with Adam Smith is almost as bad as a priest who doesn’t bother to engage with Jesus 
or read the Bible, or a communist who didn’t read Marx’s Manifesto or Capital.  The assignment goes with 
the territory.  Actually, O’Rourke could have done an even better job in 150 pages---he is an irrepressible 
wannabe funny-man, trying to add a witty remark or aside to almost every sentence.  Sometimes this 
generates a chuckle but, at least for my taste, less would be more here. 
 
 
 


