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Government, business, art, religion, all social
institutions have a meaning, a purpose. That purpose is to set free
and to develop the capacities of human individuals without respect
to race, sex, class or economic status. And this is all one with
saying that the test of their value is the extent to which they
educate every individual into the full stature of his possibility.
Democracy has many meanings, but if it has a moral meaning, it is
found in resolving that the supreme test of all political
institutions and industrial arrangements shall be the contribution
they make to the all-around growth of every member of society.

John Dewey
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Preface

This book grew from three seeds: a lifelong
preoccupation with ideas and understanding, a growing concern about
the rhetoric of contemporary public debate, and a gift of tickets
to see the Wagner’s Ring Cycle as performed by the LA Opera.

 I was trying to understand better the
choices involved in the Achim Freyer’s staging of the Ring Cycle
when I discovered an essay by Heather Mac Donald for City
Journal from 2007 entitled “The Abduction of Opera: Can the Met
stand firm against the trashy productions of trendy nihilists?”
[P.1]
I found it by searching for “regietheater,” a new term for me,
which I had come across in discussions about the way productions of
Wagnerian opera had changed after the Second World War. Mac
Donald’s rhetorical battering ram in the essay is a production of
The Abduction from the Seraglio staged by Calixto Bieito in
Berlin. Being completely unaware of trends in opera production in
Europe, I was appalled by her description of this production of a
Mozart opera and felt inclined to cheer as she heaped scorn on the
people and ideas behind it. Her prayer that Peter Gelb, the general
manager of the Met, would resist the temptation to pander to fads
and uphold the glorious tradition of the Met seemed to be heartfelt
and based on a deep appreciation for the music. Only later did a
small voice in the back of my mind begin to wonder if the alarmist
tone of the essay might be glossing over some complexity. My
fondness for continental philosophy makes me instinctively leery of
fears of “nihilists” especially when they are viewed as “trendy.” I
like my Mozart straight, and I doubt that any amount of explanation
would ever make me admire Bieito’s production, but I did manage to
stretch my mind sufficiently to entertain the possibility that such
a production was attempting something genuine and worthwhile. I was
at least able to grant that there might be a perspective in which
the contemporary equivalent of 18th century European
fantasies about Turkish harems would be our media nightmares of the
sex trade in Eastern Europe.

I became curious about Heather Mac
Donald and discovered that she had published a book of essays
entitled The Burden of Bad Ideas: How Modern Intellectuals
Misshape Our Society. I also discovered that she was a
conservative who had been described as a “neoconservative
bombthrower” or a “thinking man’s Ann Coulter.” I wondered if her
essays might help in my attempts to ferret out the underlying
assumptions that separate liberal and conservative views. I found
her essays well written but difficult to read, partially because
she was attacking ideas I found sympathetic and partially because
of the deliberately provocative nature of her rhetoric. I
eventually concluded that, while some of her rhetorical techniques
were ultimately harmless, she had a tendency to misrepresent the
positions of writers she was attacking in a way that seemed to me
to be disingenuous, and there was something suspect about the way
she moved from extreme examples to generalized conclusions. I was
also disturbed by her conclusion that the only reason intelligent
people clung to the views and policies she criticized was because
it made them feel morally superior. This was not the first time I
had heard this explanation of liberal policies, but it seemed a bit
self-defeating coming from Mac Donald, whose own brand of
conservatism was more than a little tinged with snobbishness based
on her own education and appreciation for the finer aspects of
Western culture.

References in some of Mac Donald’s essays
pointed me to Thomas Sowell, who seemed as though he might provide
a more fruitful starting point for my inquiries. In particular he
had a book entitled A Conflict of Visions, which appeared to
address the very issue that interested me. If I had heard Sowell’s
name during the heated debate of affirmative action in the 1980s, I
had long since forgotten it, and I was completely unfamiliar with
his work, although I knew of the Hoover Institution where he is a
fellow. I discovered that Sowell had written four books over the
years reiterating and elaborating on the central underlying
assumptions in his commentary on a range of issues: Knowledge
and Decisions (1980), A Conflict of Visions: Ideological
Origins of Political Struggles (1987), The Vision of the
Anointed: Self Congratulation as a Basis for Social Policy
(1995) and Intellectuals and Society (2009). As the title of
his 1995 book indicates, his writing is not without some degree of
provocative rhetoric or even sarcasm, and his shorter articles or
op-ed pieces can often be interpreted as provocative. His books,
however, are for the most part sober and systematic presentations
of his ideas.

 Sowell was an
economics professor for 18 years before joining the Hoover
Institution full time in 1980. Although he says he was a Marxist
when he was a student, he got his Ph.D. from the University of
Chicago, where he went in order to study under George Stigler.
Milton Friedman was his advisor and gradually over a decade Sowell
abandoned his Marxist leanings in favor of a neo-classical
economics. The main inspiration for the theories elaborated in
Knowledge and Decisions was an essay by F.A. Hayek from 1945
entitled “The Use of Knowledge in Society” which had been gestating
in his mind for years.

Sowell
approaches all social and political issues using an economic model.
In the interest of full disclosure, I shall confess that economics
was the only course in college that I did not love. I shall also
confess that I am a lifelong Democrat with progressive leanings who
enthusiastically voted for Obama. Some might wonder why I would
devote so much time and effort to Thomas Sowell, who is surely not
my cup of tea. The short answer is that I am so discouraged by the
lack of substantive public debate at a time when the country seems
to be sharply divided on so many social and political issues that I
feel compelled to try to make some kind of positive contribution.
My hope is that by focusing attention on the assumptions underlying
one perspective on the debate and trying to see where or how my own
views diverge from this perspective, I can encourage others to
think about what is really at stake behind all the rhetoric and
name-calling.

It might seem that Sowell has already provided
this service in A Conflict of Visions. One problem I have
with the book is that it seems, at least on first reading, to imply
that the current political conflicts are based on diametrically
opposed and completely irreconcilable visions of man and society.
This is one of the things I intend to explore in some detail, but
one can easily come away from the book thinking that there is no
way to resolve such a basic conflict except for everyone to choose
the same side.

 Ronald Dworkin’s
book, Is Democracy Possible Here? Principles for a New Political
Debate, is an admirable attempt to delineate a common ground
shared by liberals and conservatives in the US in order to
facilitate genuine debate. I trust that my efforts will not be seen
as competing with his but rather as supplementing them by
approaching the issue from a different perspective. One of the
things that has struck me in reading conservative literature that I
would not normally read is the impossibility of generalizing about
the views held by “conservatives.” Sowell does not consider himself
a conservative. He prefers no label but has said he may be closer
to a libertarian than a conservative except for his views on
national defense policy. A lot of what Sowell and Mac Donald say
seems to overlap, but the more closely I read each, the more aware
I become of how different they are both in terms of their starting
points and their destinations. Individual differences become even
more obvious as I read George Will or Richard Posner. If there is a
bridge to be crossed, it is best to start with a single thinker and
to progress in very small steps by a close reading of what he or
she actually says. My starting point here will be Sowell’s book
Intellectuals and Society.


 


The Influence of
Intellectuals

Most of us will agree that our beliefs influence
our behavior. This is not to say that our beliefs are completely
consistent or that all our behavior derives from our beliefs. Much
of what we do may be the direct opposite of what we believe we
should do or may simply have nothing to do with any of our beliefs.
Nonetheless there are clearly examples of people who have been
inspired by their beliefs to perform extraordinary charitable or
heroic deeds as well as people whose beliefs have led them to do
devastating and terrifying things. It is natural to assume that
altering a person’s beliefs may alter at least some of his or her
behavior. How we acquire our beliefs and whether or how they can be
altered is an extremely complex issue underlying any exploration of
how ideas or intellectuals function in our society. The nature of
belief may be too vague or elusive to serve as a starting point,
but it should be acknowledged as the bedrock that may be the
ultimate goal of our excavations.

Beliefs are obviously different from ideas.
Ideas may be entertained and sent home before they overstay their
welcome, but beliefs have taken up residence in the basement where
they control the heat and electricity. Belief seems to be embedded
in the personality or character. It informs one’s identity in the
literal sense of giving shape to it. This may be a Western cultural
phenomenon rather than a universally human one. Christian ritual
has placed an emphasis on the importance of standing and publicly
declaring one’s beliefs. Many people think of faith as the
acceptance of a more or less codified set of beliefs. This is, of
course, only one idea of “belief.” The term has all sorts of other
meanings or connotations. Beliefs can be “opinions,” which seem
less substantial than “ideas” in some way but still more personal.
“Belief ” is also a catchall for some psychological state in which
a “fact” is accepted based on some limited “evidence.” Beliefs come
in varying degrees or strength. The English language is a
wonderfully rich morass of philosophical confusion.

Any consideration of the function of
intellectuals in society must operate on some understanding what
intellectuals are. Since ideas are the hallmark of intellectuals
there must be at least some assumed understanding of what ideas
are. Initially we shall understand “ideas” in the broadest possible
sense as any thought or mental state that can be expressed in
words. The reason for this bit of pedantry is the hope that it may
help highlight some of Sowell’s assumptions. One of my concerns
about his thought is the possibility that he may gloss over
distinctions by restricting the meanings of terms. For instance he
talks about “notions” as vague, hypothetical attempts to understand
causal relationships. Such a notion can be articulated to form a
theory to be tested empirically. If it is found to conform
sufficiently to known facts and to predict accurately other facts,
then it acquires the status of “knowledge.” Somewhere in this
scheme the reader may easily lose sight of the fact that not all
“ideas” (or “notions”) are hypotheses about cause and effect. I
believe this has extensive consequences in the conclusions Sowell
reaches that are not at all obvious as one follows his reasoning
step by step.

As we shall see Sowell is interested in how
knowledge is brought to bear on decisions. The question of how
knowledge affects decision-making is perhaps a subset of the issue
of how beliefs affect behavior. Decision-making seems to be an
important part of behavior, although it may be necessary to
acknowledge that this idea itself involves some assumptions about
the nature of choice. It may well be that the process called
“decision-making” does not really determine behavior but is simply
abstracted after the fact from observed behavior. The “experience”
of “choice” might just be a reflexive mental state accompanying
behavior that is wholly determined by “desire.” In this case the
question would become how knowledge affects desire, which seems a
bit more complicated, especially if there is a possibility that all
ideas are ultimately an expression of some basic instinctual drive
felt as “desire.” Sowell’s psychology does not seem to allow for
this possibility, but it may be helpful as a contrast in ferreting
out exactly what Sowell’s psychology does entail.

I myself have always felt that the necessity of
choice in life is the foundation on which meaningful philosophy is
built, that some kind of existential freedom produces the need for
all the mental constructs that imbue life with meaning or purpose.
So I am perfectly willing to grant Sowell the importance of
decision-making as a form of human behavior that determines how we
live together.

I balk, however, at the model he uses for
analyzing the decision-making process. It is a model derived from
his economic theory, and each decision is a choice among
alternatives characterized by various “trade-offs.” The choice is
based on knowledge or estimations of the probable consequences of
each possible choice. The trade-offs are functions of individual
“preferences,” which are basically givens determined only by the
unique individuality of each chooser. This seems familiar and
reasonable enough, and it is premature to begin debating any aspect
of it without a better sense of its context. My only point here is
that the ideas that affect the decision-making process have been
limited to knowledge of cause and effect, in particular knowledge
of future consequences of actions based on the decision. The issue
is whether the only kinds of ideas that are relevant to a debate
about public policy are ideas involving cause and effect.

The import of this may not be immediately
obvious, but the idea that all men are created equal and endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable rights is not an idea
involving cause and effect. It is also not a form of knowledge
verifiable by empirical data. It is, however, an idea that may be
of interest to an intellectual. It is also an idea that may very
well affect behavior or become so engrained that it functions as a
belief.

In 2003 The New York Times ran an
article headlined “The Latest Theory Is That Theory Doesn’t
Matter.” It is a mildly ironic report on a conference held by the
editors of Critical Inquiry at the University of Chicago
involving many luminaries of the academic world. A remark by
Stanley Fish was taken as indicative of a crisis in the world of
critical theory: “I wish to deny the effectiveness of intellectual
work. And especially, I always wish to counsel people against the
decision to go into the academy because they hope to be effective
beyond it.” Fish had recently published an article in Critical
Inquiry entitled “Truth but No Consequences: Why Philosophy
Doesn’t Matter.” While the Times writer obviously takes a certain
delight in seeing academics confirm the all too common suspicion
that the academic world is completely divorced from the practical
realities of life, not all intellectuals share this view. The
conference occurred between the publication of Heather Mac Donald’s
book The Burden of Bad Ideas and Thomas Sowell’s
Intellectuals and Society, both of which see intellectuals
and academics as far too influential in the US.

Sowell has been criticizing the influence of
intellectuals on public policy since at least 1980 and his alarm
about the potential consequences of their influence has only grown
as he has clarified his analysis of how intellectuals enjoy
immunity from any feedback. He begins his 2009 book with a clear
statement on the influence of intellectuals:

There has probably never been an era in history when
intellectuals have played a larger role in society. When those who
generate ideas, the intellectuals proper, are surrounded by a wide
penumbra of those who disseminate those ideas – whether as
journalists, teachers, staffers to legislators or clerks to judges,
and other members of the intelligentsia – their influence on the
course of social evolution can be considerable, or even crucial.
[1.1]

By the end of the book he is comparing
intellectuals to an infection:

Just as a physical body can continue to live,
despite containing a certain amount of microorganisms whose
prevalence would destroy it, so a society can survive a certain
amount of forces of disintegration within it. But that is very
different from saying that there is no limit to the amount,
audacity and ferocity of those disintegrative forces which a
society can survive, without at least the will to resist.
[1.2]

Heather Mac
Donald shares his concerns about the influence of academics on
public policy. She may be more familiar with some of the academic
trends behind multiculturalism and political correctness since she
was a graduate student in literature and a law student during the
late 70s and early 80s, but she is much less systematic in her
analysis of the persistence of academic influence on social policy.
She sees it mainly in terms of an inflexible ideology promulgated
by the educational establishment, which blinds observers to the
true effects of policies. Her conclusion that the appeal of this
liberal ideology is the fact that it makes one feel “special” may
be inspired by Sowell’s analysis, but she does not bother to
explore the implications of it. Her persuasiveness relies more on
rhetorical strategies than analytical argument. [1.3]

Another
writer who shares Sowell’s perspective on intellectuals is the
English journalist and historian Paul Johnson. Sowell makes an
admiring reference to Johnson’s book, Intellectuals, which
begins with a similar assessment of the role of intellectuals in
contemporary society:

Over the past two hundred years the influence of
intellectuals has grown steadily. Indeed, the rise of the secular
intellectual has been a key factor in shaping the modern world.
Seen against the long perspective of history it is in many ways a
new phenomenon.

Johnson’s
primary complaint is that modern intellectuals are guilty of
hubris. He seems to view the whole Enlightenment project of basing
wisdom and society on reason rather than traditional authority as
misguided and presumptuous. Secular intellectuals have attempted to
assume the social role formerly assigned to priests or seers, but
by cutting themselves off from the roots of their culture they have
wandered off into a world of utopian fantasies that have little to
do with reality. His own book is not a systematic analysis of this
as a social phenomenon, but a curious collection of critiques of
individuals based on discrepancies between their moral ideas and
the conduct of their own lives.

Another
writer who has analyzed the current function of intellectuals in a
way that might seem compatible with Sowell’s approach is Richard A.
Posner. His book Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline
(2001) is an attempt to bring sociological or economic analysis to
bear on a more narrowly defined group of intellectuals. His
starting point is a perceived decline in quality of the
contribution of public intellectuals and his analysis explains this
decline as the virtually inevitable result of the specialization of
knowledge and the evolution of the modern university. However, he
concludes that public intellectuals have relatively little
influence on society since his research indicates they are not
taken very seriously by the public at large. His definition of
public intellectual excludes those who write policy proposals for
politicians rather than the general public so its relevance to
Sowell’s concerns may be limited. Moreover Sowell explicitly
sidesteps any conflicting implications in Posner’s analysis by
distinguishing his own analysis in terms of its focus:

 Richard A.
Posner’s Public Intellectuals is about those intellectuals
who directly address the public, while the focus in
Intellectuals and Society is about intellectuals who
influence – sometimes shape – public attitudes and beliefs, whether
or not they are widely read by the population at large. As J.A.
Schumpeter said, “there are many Keynesians and Marxists who have
never read a line of Keynes or Marx.” They have gotten their ideas
second- or third-hand from the intelligentsia. [1.4]

It may be helpful to keep this “trickle down”
dimension in mind as we examine Sowell’s analysis.

There is, of
course, some irony in the fact that intellectuals are writing books
denigrating the contributions of intellectuals to our society. To
his credit, Posner explicitly acknowledges this paradox, but he
simply leaves it to the reader to judge whether his own argument
discredits itself. Sowell’s analysis includes distinctions designed
to prevent his arguments from turning back on themselves, and we
shall examine them once we have a sufficient grasp of their
context.

One question
that may be lurking in the background as we examine Sowell’s
critique of intellectuals is whether his thinking is another
manifestation of a strain of anti-intellectualism some see running
through the history of American culture. The classic exploration of
this is Richard Hofstadter’s 1963 Anti-intellectualism In
American Life, which Sowell describes as confusing the
connotations of “intellectual” as a noun with those of the term as
an adjective. He emphasizes that criticizing the actual behavior of
an intellectual is not the same as opposing intellectual pursuits
on the whole. [1.5] It is worth looking at his critique of
Hofstadter as a prelude to a full examination of Sowell’s
definition of an intellectual.

 Just as people who criticize liberalism on the
basis of the actual behavior of liberals are accused of being
against liberalism in its dictionary definition, so people who
criticize the actual behavior of intellectuals are often accused of
being “anti-intellectual” in the sense of being against
intellectual pursuits themselves. Richard Hofstadter’s well-known
book Anti-intellectualism in American Life equated the two
things, both in its title and in its text, where he referred to
“the national disrespect for mind” and “the qualities in our
society that make intellect unpopular.” New York Times
columnist Nicholas D. Kristof was one of many who wrote of “the
anti-intellectualism that has long been a strain in American life.”
Even distinguished scholar Jacques Barzun said: “Intellect is
despised, ”though he himself has been critical of intellectuals,
without being someone who despised intellect. Nor did he find it
necessary to try to show that scientists and engineers were
despised by most Americans or even by those who were highly
critical of the track record of intellectuals in the sense of
people who work begins and ends with ideas. [1.6]

The Nicholas
Kristof quote is from a short op-ed piece he wrote in November 2008
celebrating the election of Obama. It simply assumes that
anti-intellectualism is a recurring feature of American culture and
attempts to find encouragement in Obama’s election:

Barack Obama’s election is a milestone in more than
his pigmentation. The second most remarkable thing about his
election is that American voters have just picked a president who
is an open, out-of-the-closet, practicing intellectual.

Kristof
offers what may be a definition of an intellectual as “a person
interested in ideas and comfortable with complexity.” He contrasts
Obama with his predecessor and speculates that part of the reason
voters would elect an intellectual is that they may have grown
tired of Bush’s superficiality.

As for President Bush, he adopted
anti-intellectualism as administration policy, repeatedly rejecting
expertise (from Middle East experts, climate scientists and
reproductive health specialists). Mr. Bush is smart in the sense of
remembering facts and faces, yet I can’t think of anybody I’ve ever
interviewed who appeared so uninterested in ideas.

For Kristof
anti-intellectualism is largely a matter of intolerance of
complexity and his focus is mainly on the qualities of our elected
leaders. He is perfectly able to distinguish between intellectual
pursuits and the behavior of intellectuals:

 As Mr. Obama prepares to take office, I wish I
could say that smart people have a great record in power. They
don’t. Just think of Emperor Nero, who was one of the most
intellectual of ancient rulers — and who also killed his brother,
his mother and his pregnant wife; then castrated and married a
slave boy who resembled his wife; probably set fire to Rome; and
turned Christians into human torches to light his gardens.

If Sowell disagrees with Kristof about the
presence of a strain of anti-intellectualism in American culture,
it is not because Kristof confuses the criticism of the behavior of
some intellectuals with the criticism of intellectual pursuits
themselves. It may be that there is a difference in their
respective ideas of what constitutes an “intellectual” or
“anti-intellectualism” but there is not really enough substance in
Kristof ’s short piece to permit an exploration of this
difference.

 Hofstadter’s discussion of
anti-intellectualism is much more substantial even if in some
respects it is very much a product of its times. Hofstadter makes
clear that he is writing in response to political events and
rhetoric of the 1950s. He is writing after the Kennedy election so
there is some distance from the heated rhetoric of the McCarthy
investigations and the Eisenhower / Stevenson campaign, both of
which are viewed as high watermarks in the prevalence of
anti-intellectualism. One telling bit that he cites is the way in
which the term “egghead” took on pejorative connotations during the
presidential campaign and a definition suggested after the election
by Louis Bromfield can serve as an indication of the sort of
attitudes that Hofstadter labels “anti-intellectualism.”

 Egghead:
A person of spurious intellectual pretensions, often a professor or
the protégé of a professor. Fundamentally superficial.
Over-emotional and feminine in reactions to any problem.
Supercilious and surfeited with conceit and contempt for the
experience of more sound and able men. Essentially confused in
thought and immersed in a mixture of sentimentality and violent
evangelism. A doctrinaire supporter of Middle-European socialism as
opposed to Greco-French-American ideas of democracy and liberalism.
Subject to the old-fashioned philosophical morality of Nietzsche
which frequently leads him into jail or disgrace. A self-conscious
prig, so given to examining all sides of a question that he becomes
thoroughly addled while remaining always in the same spot. An
anemic bleeding heart. [1.7]

While this quote gives a good idea of
the temperature of some of the rhetoric surrounding the McCarthy
hearings or the presidential campaign, it is obviously not a
working definition of “anti-intellectualism.” Aside from the fact
that it is probably self-contradictory in some ways, it is defining
“egghead” as someone with intellectual pretensions and therefore
implies that there are other types of intellectuals. Perhaps it
could be said to be an attack on the behavior of some intellectuals
in the way Sowell describes. Another less overheated indication of
the climate of the times is a remark Hofstadter culls from a speech
Eisenhower gave while he was president.

By the way, I heard a definition of an intellectual
that I thought was very interesting: a man who takes more words
than are necessary to tell more than he knows. [1.8]

Hofstadter avoids trying to formulate a rigid
definition of “anti-intellectualism” because he sees it as a
variety of attitudes present in various forms at different times
but which all seem to converge into a phenomenon that may be
studied. He is careful to emphasize that it is really a matter of
ambivalence about intellect rather than a pure rejection of it, but
he offers the following summary:

The common strain that binds together the attitudes
and ideas which I call anti-intellectual is a resentment and
suspicion of the life of the mind and of those who are considered
to represent it; and a disposition constantly to minimize the value
of that life. [1.9]

It is easy to
see how the two quotes above can be viewed as expressions of some
aspect of this anti-intellectualism, and it is easy to find any
number of examples from the 50s which are equally valid examples of
this set of attitudes. Hofstadter is mainly concerned to trace the
roots of this phenomenon in the cultural history of the US and he
stakes out several areas in which he feels it is most apparent.
These include the resentment of social status so often expressed in
McCarthyite diatribes about various elites, attitudes towards
universities, skepticism about the role of experts in business and
government, the evangelical religious attitudes towards autonomous
reason or modern ideas of morality, concerns in education for the
“whole child,” etc. In some areas he seems on firmer ground than
others, but it is not possible to simply dismiss the idea that
there is a strain in American culture than can be reasonably
labeled “anti-intellectual” based on a distinction between
criticizing individual behavior and criticizing intellectuality as
such. Hofstadter in fact uses the same distinction at one point
when he acknowledges that intellectuals are fallible human beings
just like everyone else:

No one who lives among intellectuals is likely to
idealize them unduly; but their relation as fallible persons to the
vital function of intellect should remind us of the wisdom of the
Church, which holds that although the priesthood is vulnerable to
the errors and sins of the flesh, the Church itself remains holy.
Even here, however, I do not forget that intellect itself can be
overvalued, and that reasonable attempts to set it in its proper
place in human affairs should not be called anti-intellectual.
[1.10]

There is
something a bit slippery about Sowell’s dismissal of the premise of
Hofstadter’s book, and it may be worth pinning it down before we
delve into Sowell’s ideas about the function of intellectuals in
our society.

While the word “intellectual” as a noun refers to a
set of people in a given occupation, as an adjective it connotes a
set of standards and achievements which may or may not characterize
the actual behavior of most people in that occupation.

Certainly as public intellectuals, commenting on
issues and events outside the realm of their respective
specialties, intellectuals have not always exhibited intellectual
standards, to put it mildly. Yet the many violations of those
standards by intellectuals themselves have demonstrated repeatedly
the distinction they seek to blur between the noun and the
adjective. … One of the most common violations of intellectual
standards by intellectuals has been the practice of attributing an
emotion (racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, etc.) to those
with different views, rather than answering their arguments.

Nevertheless there is sufficient confusion between
the meaning of the noun “intellectual” and the connotations of the
same word as an adjective that critics of the behavior of
intellectuals are often dismissed as people who are either hostile
to intellectual endeavors or people who fail to appreciate
intellectual processes or intellectual achievements. [1.11]

First of all Sowell is not talking about a
discrepancy between the moral character or behavior of
intellectuals and their thought. He is talking about the difference
between rigorous thinkers and sloppy thinkers who resort to
rhetoric rather than reasoned argument. He seems to view
“anti-intellectual” as epithet hurled at the opposition rather than
a legitimate label for a set of attitudes expressed in their
writing or speech. Even if one grants that there are both rigorous
and sloppy thinkers in abundance, there is still the possibility
that there are also people who regard intellectual activity with
suspicion, contempt, or even resentment.

If one jokingly defines an intellectual as
someone who “takes more words than are necessary to tell more than
he knows,” perhaps one is just criticizing the behavior of those
intellectuals who are unnecessarily verbose and venture outside the
range of their expertise. But the force of the joke is surely that
it taps into feelings about intellectuals as a whole.

Hofstadter cites Billy Graham’s
concerns that in the place of the Bible “we substituted reason,
rationalism, mind culture, science worship, the working power of
government, Freudiansim, naturalism, humanism, behaviorism,
positivism, materialism, and idealism,” and his attribution of this
to “so-called intellectuals.” Graham implies that such intellectual
activity is threatening to undermine the morality of the country.
[1.12] This is surely an expression of an
attitude that devalues intellect or intellectual pursuits.

In a footnote Sowell elaborates on his criticism
of Hofstadter by saying that Hofstadter undermines his own argument
when he concedes that “the leading anti-intellectuals are usually
men deeply engaged with ideas, often obsessively engaged with this
or that outworn or rejected idea.” [1.13]

 Admitting that many of the critics of
intellectuals are themselves men of ideas, Hofstadter can dispose
of their ideas by characterizing these ideas as “outworn or
rejected” – which is to say, ideas with which he disagrees. In
short, an ideological disagreement has been verbally transformed by
Hofstadter into an issue of hostility to intellectual processes,
even though he admits evidence to the contrary, including the fact
that Edison “was all but canonized by the American public.”
[1.14]

There are two
ways in which Sowell seems to be misreading Hofstadter in this
comment. The reference to Edison comes when Hofstadter is
commenting on the tendency in America to hold inventive skill in
high regard while seeming to place relatively little value on skill
in pure science. Edison was and is canonized while Josiah Willard
Gibbs, whom he describes as America’s greatest genius in pure
science, was and remains largely unknown by the public at large.
Gibbs, a Yale professor who invented vector analysis in math and
laid the groundwork for chemical thermodynamics and physical
chemistry, enjoyed more fame in Europe than he did in America.
Hofstadter regards pure science as more of an “intellectual”
activity than the more practical work of an inventor. This is
partially based on his distinction between intellect and
intelligence, which Sowell seems to disregard.

The way in which Hofstadter allows for “men
deeply engaged with ideas” to nonetheless exhibit traits of
“anti-intellectualism” is a trickier issue. He describes two
aspects of the intellectual temperament, piety and playfulness,
which he says are in tension and must be kept in balance. Too much
playfulness without sufficient piety produces the dilettante. Too
much piety without sufficient playfulness produces the zealot or
fanatic. The zealot may be a man “deeply engaged with ideas” but he
is blinded by a rigid attachment to some particular idea or set of
ideas. In his own way Hofstadter is making a distinction between
authentic intellectuals and pseudo-intellectuals, which parallels
to some degree Sowell’s own distinction between rigorous and sloppy
thinkers. All are involved with ideas.

Hofstadter’s description of the piety and
playfulness involved in intellectual activity is perhaps the best
thing about his attempt to define “intellectual,” even if the terms
he uses seem a bit inadequate for the concepts he has in mind.
Piety, which he uses as an indication of how the modern
intellectual has inherited some aspects of the social role of a
priest, is really just a matter of the seriousness with which the
intellectual approaches ideas, his commitment to the importance of
ideas to how we live and interact. Playfulness is not just the
opposite of seriousness; it is meant to convey the delight
experienced in the exercise of the mind and the creative potential
of a mind which is not bound to a specific practical goal.

Sowell’s
attempt to discredit a study of anti-intellectual strains in
American culture is perhaps an overly defensive maneuver. He is, I
am sure, well aware that there are plenty of yahoos or bigoted
rednecks in America who have no use for fancy words or highfalutin
ideas. Probably what he is reacting to mostly is Hofstadter’s
tendency to align intellectuals and their social value with liberal
politics, and in all fairness Hofstadter probably does overstate
his case. The following description of the pietistic side of the
intellectual is a perfect example of much of what offends Sowell
and is useful in setting the backdrop for his own analysis:

The intellectual is engagé – is pledged,
committed, enlisted. What everyone else is willing to admit, namely
that ideas and abstractions are of signal importance in human life,
he imperatively feels.

 Of course what is involved is more than
a purely personal discipline and more than the life of
contemplation and understanding itself. For the life of thought,
even though it may be regarded as the highest form of human
activity, is also a medium through which other values are relined,
reasserted, and realized in the human community. Collectively,
intellectuals have often tried to serve as the moral antennae of
the race, anticipating and if possible clarifying fundamental moral
issues before these have forced themselves upon the public
consciousness. The thinker feels that he ought to be the special
custodian of values like reason and justice which are related to
his own search for truth, and at times he strikes out passionately
as a public figure because his very identity seems to be threatened
by some gross abuse. One thinks here of Voltaire defending the
Calas family, of Zola speaking out for Dreyfus, of the American
intellectuals outraged at the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti.

It would be unfortunate if intellectuals were alone
in their concern for these values, and it is true that their
enthusiasm has at times miscarried. But it is also true that
intellectuals are properly more responsive to such values than
others; and it is the historic glory of the intellectual class of
the West in modern times that, of all the classes which could be
called in any sense privileged, it has shown the largest and most
consistent concern for the well-being of the classes which lie
below it in the social scale. Behind the intellectual’s feeling of
commitment is the belief that in some measure the world should be
made responsive to his capacity for rationality, his passion for
justice and order: out of this conviction arises much of his value
to mankind and, equally, much of his ability to do mischief.
[1.15]

This may be
just a rousing cheer for our side, and Hofstadter does acknowledge
that the misguided intellectual may do damage; but it is easy to
see how Sowell could see this as a prime example of
“self-congratulation as a basis for social policy.”

There are
two other aspects of Hofstadter’s description of intellectual that
are pertinent to Sowell’s analysis. The first is how he
distinguishes intellect from intelligence. This is largely a matter
of unpacking the connotations of common usage. As he points out
“intelligence” is never used as an epithet while “intellectual” is,
though he does not explore the associations of “intelligentsia.”
More to the point he reminds us that intelligence is often ascribed
to animals, but not intellect. To him this means that intellect is
“a unique manifestation of human dignity.” [1.16] The main
difference is that intelligence is an adaptive interaction with the
environment based on practical goals. Intellect is more reflective
or contemplative and is not bound by practical goals. The
distinction can become fuzzy, especially when Hofstadter begins
talking about “experts” as intellectuals, but it is trying to
highlight something in our understanding of “intellectual” that is
important. As we shall see Sowell comes as the same distinction
from a slightly different angle in his working definition of
“intellectual.”

The final aspect of Hofstadter’s discussion that
is pertinent to Sowell is a distinction he makes between
“anti-rationalism” and “anti-intellectualism.” There are trends in
American culture which are critical of the value of “reason” but
which Hofstadter does not want to label as “anti-intellectual.”

 It is important, finally, if we are to avoid
hopeless confusion, to be clear that anti-intellectualism is not
here identified with a type of philosophical doctrine which I
prefer to call anti-rationalism. The ideas of thinkers like
Nietzsche, Sorel, or Bergson, Emerson, Whitman, or William James,
or of writers like William Blake, D. H. Lawrence, or Ernest
Hemingway may be called anti-rationalist; but these men were not
characteristically anti-intellectual in the sociological and
political sense in which I use the term. It is of course true that
anti-intellectualist movements often invoke the ideas of such
anti-rationalist thinkers (Emerson alone has provided them with a
great many texts); but only when they do, and only marginally, is
highbrow anti-rationalism a part of my story. In these pages I am
centrally concerned with widespread social attitudes, with
political behavior, and with middle-brow and low-brow responses,
only incidentally with articulate theories. The attitudes that
interest me most are those which would, to the extent that they
become effective in our affairs, gravely inhibit or impoverish
intellectual and cultural life. Some examples, taken from our
recent history, may put flesh on the bare bones of definition.
[1.17]

 A
spectrum including Blake, Emerson, Whitman, Sorel, Nietzsche,
James, Bergson, Lawrence and Hemingway cuts a fairly broad swath
through the intellectual landscape. The point is that authentic
intellectuals may place a higher value on other forms of intuition
or knowledge than “rationality” or science. In acknowledging this
Hofstadter opens the door to an aspect of Sowell’s thought which
values the inherited wisdom of customs more than what he terms
“articulated rationality” in some areas of life. In other words he
has allowed for Sowell’s true defense against any suspicion of
anti-intellectualism in his criticism of the role intellectuals
play in society.

To consider Sowell’s discussion of intellectuals
and society one must start as he does with a definition of
intellectual. I shall confess that my own personal understanding
the term is closer to Hofstadter’s than Sowell’s. At some point
while I was an undergraduate I decided that a true intellectual is
someone whose life is at stake whenever he opens a book, and I
aspired to that kind of passionate commitment to ideas. I looked to
literature, philosophy and art to rebuild the foundations that had
crumbled with the evaporation of my adolescent religion. While I
was interested in political philosophy, I was more focused on
ethics, values and meaning in the individual life. At any rate I
balked initially as I read Sowell’s definition of “intellectual,”
and felt at times as though he were somehow stacking the deck. I
hope that I have overcome any such resistance and am able to
consider Sowell’s ideas as they are intended.

For Sowell “intellectual” is an occupational
category. An intellectual is someone whose occupation deals
primarily with ideas, but he is quick to distinguish intellectuals
from others whose work involves a high degree of intelligence or
requires “demanding mental training” such as a brain surgeon,
engineer or financial wizard.

At the core of the notion of an intellectual is the
dealer in ideas, as such – not the personal application of ideas,
as engineers apply complex scientific principles to create physical
structures or mechanisms. A policy wonk whose work might be
analogized as “social engineering” will seldom personally
administer the schemes that he or she creates or advocates. That is
left to bureaucrats, politicians, social workers, the police or
whoever else might be directly in charge of carrying out the ideas
of the policy wonk. Such labels as “applied social science” may be
put on the policy wonk’s work but that work is essentially the
application of general ideas only to produce more specific ideas
about social policies, to be turned into action by others.

The policy wonk’s work is not personally carrying
out those specific ideas, as a physician applies medical science to
particular flesh-and-blood human beings or as an engineer stands in
hip boots on a construction site where a building or bridge is
being built. The output – the end product – of an intellectual
consists of ideas.

 Jonas Salk’s end product was a vaccine, as Bill
Gates’ end product was a computer operating system. Despite the
brainpower, insights, and talents involved in these and other
achievements, such individuals are not intellectuals. An
intellectual’s work begins and ends with ideas, however
influential those ideas may be on concrete things – in the hands of
others. [1.18]

Even though the general thrust of this
distinction seems clear enough, it begins to get fuzzy when it is
examined more closely. There are plenty of engineers whose output
is simply a design or a concept and who never get involved in the
production of a prototype much less the final product. Is a design
an “idea?” Does a lawyer deal in ideas and is a legal brief
anything more than ideas? If a “policy wonk” is an intellectual,
how does his policy recommendation differ from a legal brief? Is a
business consultant an intellectual by these standards? His
occupation seems to be analogous to that of a policy wonk, but I
suspect the limited application of his recommendations would
disqualify him. The end product of a theoretical physicist is
surely ideas, but is he an “intellectual” in Sowell’s scheme?

In Knowledge and Decisions Sowell defined
intellectuals as “the social class of persons whose economic output
consists of generalized ideas and whose economic rewards come from
the transmission of those general ideas,” [1.19] and he
elaborates on the what he means by generalized as well as on the
distinction between ideas and the application of ideas.

Many occupations deal with ideas, and even with
ideas of a complex or profound order, without the practitioners
being considered intellectuals. The output of an athletic coach or
advertising executive consists of ideas, but these are not the kind
of people that come to mind when “intellectuals” are mentioned.
Even the designers of television circuits, mining equipment, or
parlor games like “Monopoly” are less likely to come to mind than
professors, authors, or lecturers. Those occupations which involve
the application of ideas, however complex, seem less likely
to be regarded as intellectual than occupations which consist
primarily of transmitting ideas. Moreover, even those
transmitting ideas that are highly specific – a boxing manager
telling his fighter how to counter a left jab, or a printer
explaining the complexities of his craft – are not considered to be
intellectuals in the same sense as those who deal with more
sweepingly general ideas such as political theory, economics, or
mathematics. The most narrowly specialized physicist bases his work
on generalized systems of analytic procedures and symbolic
manipulations common to economics, chemistry, and numerous other
fields. He is an intellectual because his work deals in generalized
ideas, however narrow the focus of his particular interest. By the
same token, a drugstore clerk is not considered an intellectual,
though dealing with a wide range of products and people, but with
the work itself not requiring a mastery of a generalized scheme of
abstractions. Nor is it complexity or intelligence that is central.
Even if we believe (like the present writer) that being a
photographic technician requires more intelligence and
authenticated knowledge than being a sociologist, nevertheless the
sociologist is an intellectual and the photographic technician is
not, because one transmits generalities and the other uses ideas
that are far less general.

The point here is not to illustrate an arbitrary
definition, but to show that the definition is far from arbitrary,
and reflects what is a general pattern of usage, even if
unarticulated. Moreover, as well be seen, these definitional
distinctions correspond to empirical distinctions in the political
and social viewpoints of various groups as categorized.
[1.20]

The last sentence of this quote is a clear
indication of where Sowell is headed, but I am dragging my feet
because something in me feels that he is in too much of a hurry to
get there. Why is he unable to define the category of
“intellectual” to my satisfaction? He seems satisfied that he has
substantiated his definition in terms of “generalized” ideas, but
the nature of this generalization is a bit unclear to me. For one
thing this definition makes a theoretical mathematician or
physicist an intellectual whereas the more recent definition did
not seem to me to embrace them. I am not sure I understand in what
sense the results of a research chemist are generalized ideas. Why
isn’t “scientist” a separate occupational category from
“intellectual?” One must be careful to allow for the fact that
Sowell’s thinking may have evolved during the 30 years between the
publication of Knowledge and Decisions and Intellectuals
and Society, but the differences may just be a matter of
emphasis.

To review,
Sowell is offering a sociological definition of intellectual as an
occupational category for people whose end products are ideas
rather than the application of ideas to practical tasks and whose
ideas are of a generalized nature. The distinction between the
technician and the intellectual seems clear, but the problem it
seems to me is his unwillingness to commit to some more precise
delineation of the kind ideas associated with intellectuals other
than calling them generalized. He is dancing around the distinction
Hofstadter made between intelligence and intellect as well as the
distinction between applied and theoretical science. To my mind
“intellectual” has connotations of ideas associated with human
values, morals, and meaning, but I do not want to force this
assumption onto Sowell’s scheme if he has no use for it. He seems
content with “generalized ideas.”

The key may be that Sowell is more concerned
with other aspects of intellectual activity than with a rigorous
definition of it in terms of the ideas with which intellectuals
work. In the earlier description one of his main concerns is to
make clear that nothing in the definition of the intellectual as an
occupational category guarantees that the ideas produced by an
intellectual will be any good or “ideas sufficiently authenticated
in either empirical or analytic terms to qualify as ‘knowledge’.”
[1.21] This separation is central to his
analysis and is why he so often emphasizes the distinction between
the intellectual class and the intellectual process, between the
people constituting the group and the standards implied by the
adjective “intellectual.” “The hoped-for results of the
intellectual occupation – creativity, objectivity, authenticated
knowledge, or penetrating intelligence – cannot be incorporated
into the very definition of the occupation.” [1.22] Just
because someone is an intellectual, i.e. he makes his living or
spends all his time transmitting generalized ideas, does not mean
that his ideas have any validity.

Just as an ineffective, corrupt, or otherwise
counterproductive policeman is still regarded as having the same
occupational status as the finest policeman on the force, so the
inept or confused intellectual cannot be arbitrarily reclassified
as a “pseudo-intellectual” in an occupational sense, however much
he might deserve that classification in a qualitative cognitive
sense. [1.23]

I think I
balk at this because for me the term” intellectual” is a term which
involves a qualitative judgment about the quality a person’s
thought rather than simply a sociological occupational category,
and I suspect that the desire to redefine it in those terms is some
kind of evasive sleight of hand. I do not consider a bombastic
radio talk show host an intellectual, even though it seems as
though he might qualify as someone whose occupation is the
transmission of generalized ideas. A sociological scheme in which
the same individual can be classified simultaneously as a
law-enforcer and a criminal seems to me to be basically
compromised. Perhaps a corrupt cop simply has two jobs
corresponding to his two sources of income (assuming that his
corruption is economically motivated), just as a bigoted talk show
host is delivering two or three different types of goods in
Posner’s terms: entertainment goods, solidarity goods and perhaps
intellectual goods.

Sowell does, however, make a distinction between
intellectuals and the intelligentsia:

Around a more or less solid core of producers of
ideas there is a penumbra of those whose role is the use and
dissemination of those ideas. These latter individuals would
include those teachers, journalists, social activists, political
aides, judges’ clerks, and others who base their beliefs or actions
on the ideas of intellectuals. … They are part of the
intelligentsia, which includes but is not limited to the
intellectuals. Finally, there are those whose occupations are not
much impacted by the ideas of the intellectuals, but who are
nevertheless interested as individuals in remaining au
courant with those ideas, if only for discussion on social
occasions, and who would feel flattered to be considered part of
the intelligentsia. [1.24]

This removes talk show hosts from the ranks of
intellectuals, but it also seems to remove most policy wonks. It
might also include a large share of the “experts” in one area or
another, consultants who make their living by staying up to date in
a narrow area of expertise without necessarily contributing
directly to the advancement of that area of knowledge.

All such distinctions fade into the background,
however, once Sowell introduces his real criterion for inclusion in
the intellectual occupational category. An intellectual is someone
whose ideas cannot be verified by empirical data. The difference
between an intellectual and a scientist now becomes clear. Even the
most abstract theory in some esoteric branch of physics is
ultimately evaluated in terms of its ability to conform to and
predict empirical data. It is the difference between “internal”
criteria and “external” criteria. It is also the basis for his
distinction between ideas and knowledge. Knowledge consists of
“authenticated” ideas, and although internal consistency is one
requirement, the paramount one is empirical verification. This is a
critical juncture in Sowell’s analysis. Once he is focused on
knowledge as empirically verifiable ideas, he is able to explain
why the ideas of intellectuals may be not only irrelevant but even
dangerous.

Knowledge

The second chapter of Intellectuals and
Society entitled “Knowledge and Notions” strikes me as the
central archway supporting all of Sowell’s analysis of not only the
role of intellectuals in society but of the broad range of social
policies or trends he criticizes. For this reason I am inclined to
devote a disproportionate amount of attention to an analysis of it.
It is also a good example of the reasoning and rhetoric that shape
all of Sowell’s books and can provide a nice entrée into the nature
of his thought.

 He begins with an epigraph attributed to Daniel
J. Flynn saying that intellectuals “tend to have an inflated sense
of their own wisdom.” This refers back to the opening sentence of
the first chapter (“Intellect is not wisdom.”) and is a main theme
of the book. An epigraph of this sort serves to indicate that the
author is writing within some kind of tradition and presumably
helps to validate the book. I was not familiar with Flynn so I
checked the note and discovered the quote is from the introduction
to his 2004 book Intellectual Morons: How Ideology Makes Smart
People Fall for Stupid Ideas. From what I have read of the book
I am not sure how well it serves Sowell’s cause to align himself
with it. Certainly Flynn does not seem to lend the same degree of
credibility as Whitehead or Solzhenitsyn, who provide epigrams for
other chapters, but perhaps he is in the same league as Paul
Johnson or Jean-François Revel, who are also called to serve.

Sowell has defined wisdom in the first chapter
when he distinguishes intelligence from intellect:

The capacity to grasp and manipulate complex ideas
is enough to define intellect but not enough to encompass
intelligence, which involves combining intellect with judgment and
care in selecting relevant explanatory factors and in establishing
empirical tests of any theory that emerges. Intelligence minus
judgment equals intellect. Wisdom is the rarest quality of all –
the ability to combine intellect, knowledge, experience, and
judgment in a way to produce a coherent understanding. Wisdom is
the fulfillment of the ancient admonition, “With all your getting,
get understanding.” Wisdom requires self-discipline and an
understanding of the realities of the world, including the
limitations of one’s own experience and of reason itself. The
opposite of intellect is dullness or slowness, but the opposite of
wisdom is foolishness, which is far more dangerous. [2.1]

There is
perhaps an entire philosophical point of view implicit in this
paragraph even if some of it is only evident in the rhetorical
devices. The most striking thing, of course, is that he has
reversed the hierarchical relationship between intelligence and
intellect from that of Hofstadter’s scheme. While Hofstadter sees
intelligence in the animal capacity for adaptation to an
environment and intellect as a manifestation of human dignity,
Sowell defines intellect as intelligence without judgment.
Intellect is simply one of the components involved in intelligence,
and it is a skill which by itself is divorced from reality.
Grasping and manipulating ideas, no matter how complex the ideas,
seems to be reduced to wordplay or, to use one of Sowell’s favorite
expressions, “verbal virtuosity.” In order to reinforce his
definition of intellectual as simply an occupational category,
Sowell starts by pulling the plug on the exalted idea of intellect
exemplified by Hofstadter. There is even a subtle discrediting of
intellect in the stipulation that it lacks judgment.

Exactly what constitutes the judgment that
distinguishes intelligence from intellect is not clear. It is
combined with “care” in selecting factors or setting up tests, and
there is the implication that intelligence produces “theories.”
Judgment is perhaps the perception of some kind of value, of what
makes one factor or test a better choice than another. Sowell is
careful to remove any discernment or ability to discriminate and
evaluate from the idea of intellect, because he does not want the
label of “intellectual” to imply any form of approbation when it is
applied to the occupational category. The intellectual is defined
purely as someone who uses his ability to grasp and manipulate
ideas and whose “product” is limited to ideas.

He could
have swapped the definitions so that intelligence was the ability
to manipulate concepts and intellect involved judgment in the
evaluation of ideas, but this might have implied that an
intellectual had to earn his title by being discerning and forced
the use of a category like pseudo-intellectual or would-be
intellectual for those who failed to perform well enough. The
choice may be arbitrary, but if Hofstadter’s definitions are closer
to the more common usage of the terms (as I think they are), then
the comparison may highlight a mild tendency in Sowell’s thought to
let his agenda determine his conceptual model.

Wisdom, on the other hand, requires knowledge
and experience. In other words wisdom clearly involves, or is based
on, some kind of interaction with reality. Wisdom carries with it
connotations of moral virtue underscored by the citation of the
ancient admonition (Proverbs 4:7) and by the fact that it requires
self-discipline. Also the opposite of wisdom is more “dangerous”
than the opposite of intellect.

Beyond this initial definition Sowell has little
to say about wisdom or its role in the functioning of a society.
What he has described here is clearly a trait that can be possessed
by an individual and that results in a “coherent understanding.”
This understanding seems to be a form of consciousness in the
individual that is capable of being verbalized. There is no
guarantee, however, that it will ever be realized. Wisdom is a
“rare” trait, and there is no indication of how it may be
cultivated, recognized or used by society. As we shall see, he does
comment on another form of wisdom as the knowledge that is
transmitted by customs and traditions. In comparison to the initial
definition of wisdom, however, this seems to be more an honorific
than descriptive label for a type of knowledge.

This reference to the coherent understanding
produced by wisdom may be the only time Sowell refers to
“understanding” as opposed to “knowledge.” It is knowledge that is
the backbone of his analysis and whether there are dimensions of
understanding that are ignored or restricted in his concept of
knowledge is something that can be explored only after we have a
firm grasp on what he means by knowledge.

Sowell begins his discussion of knowledge and
notions by referring to “the systematic procedures available to
test notions and determine their validity as knowledge.”
[2.2]
His main interest is in pointing out how intellectuals often fail
to use these procedures, but it may be good first to examine the
distinction between notions and knowledge. Sowell is building on
the analysis he did in his 1980 book, Knowledge and
Decisions. I see no indication that his basic ideas about
knowledge have changed dramatically since that book, other than the
use of the term “notions” to indicate untested ideas. The earlier
book begins with a discussion of “the process by which ideas are
filtered and transformed into recognized knowledge, having the
force to guide decisions.” [2.3]

Ideas, as the raw material from which knowledge is
produced, exist in superabundance, but that makes the production of
knowledge more difficult rather than easier. Many ideas – probably
most – will have to be discarded somewhere in the process of
producing authenticated knowledge. Authentication is as important
as the raw information itself, and the manner and speed of the
authentication process can be crucial…

Various kinds of ideas can be classified by their
relationship to the authentication process. There are ideas
systematically prepared for authentication (“theories”), ideas not
derived from any systematic process (“visions”), ideas which could
not survive any reasonable authentication process (“illusions”),
ideas which exempt themselves from any authentication process
(“myths”), ideas which have already passed authentication process
(“facts”), as well as ideas known to have failed – or certain to
have failed – such processes (“falsehood” – both mistakes and
lies). [2.4]

Notions then are ideas as the raw material from
which knowledge may be produced. His choice of the term reflects a
deliberate emphasis on the unreliable nature of ideas as such.
“Notion” is a colloquial expression with none of the philosophical
lineage or baggage of “idea.” “Notion” even has mildly pejorative
overtones as an idea that is not well grounded or even frivolous or
capricious. It is used clearly to indicate that there is nothing
substantial about the ideas with which one starts. Most, in fact,
will or should be discarded.

Sowell refers to “raw information” which is
subjected to the authentication process, and he gives two examples
of the urgency and importance of the authentication process.
Reports of the impending attack on Pearl Harbor reached Washington
hours before the attack, but could not be authenticated in time to
prevent the damage. A flock of geese triggered a missile detection
system, but was properly evaluated quickly enough to prevent the
launch of a counter attack. These examples seem to indicate that
the notion or idea which may yield knowledge is a preliminary
interpretation of some kind of raw data.

The classification of the various kinds of ideas
may not be intended to be exhaustive, but the value of any idea
seems to be its potential for producing “facts,” and this is one of
the places where I feel as though something is slipping through the
cracks. Sowell elaborates on this by using the metaphor of a
spectrum and is concerned to emphasize that the important thing is
the process of authentication rather than the result. He is careful
to say that the scientific method has no monopoly on truth

While these various kinds of ideas are conceptually
different, in reality a given notion may evolve or metamorphose
through several of these states. For example, we may start with a
general impression of how and why certain things happen the way
they do, without having any real evidence or any logically
structure argument about it. But after we begin with such a vision,
we may proceed to systematically determine that if this
vision is correct then certain empirical consequences will
be observable under the proper conditions. The “vision” has led to
a “theory.” The proper conditions may be created in a laboratory or
observed in history or otherwise constructed or discovered, and the
validity and certainty of the results may be more or less open to
criticism. The important point here is simply to distinguish such
systematic authentication procedures from decisions based on
consensus, emotions, or tradition.

On the continuum of human thinking, at one end is
pure science; at the other end pure myth. One is sustained entirely
by systematic logical procedures, the other by
consensual verification by contemporaries, by their
predecessors represented through prevailing traditions, or by
posterity for those who expect historic vindication. The crucial
distinction is one of procedures, not of end results.
Science is no more certain to be correct than is myth. Many
scientific theories have been proven wrong by scientific methods,
while the great enduring beliefs which have achieved the status of
myths usually contain some important – if partial – truth.
[2.5]

This seems
like a reasonable summary of a popular conception of science and
truth, but it is based on the assumption that all ideas are aimed
at explanations of why and how things happen. In this view myths
and even religion are simply crude science, i.e. attempts to
provide causal explanations for the way things happen. The main
reason I balk at this is that it seems to have no room for ideas
that are expressions of values or of goals. When I hear the term
“vision,” I am more likely to think of Martin Luther King saying,
“I have a dream…” than I am to think of a theory about human
behavior involving ideas of incentives and constraints. For Sowell,
however, a vision is “a sense of causation.” [2.6] He has
written two books about his idea of “visions” and we shall get to
them eventually, but for now suffice it to say that the ideas that
matter for Sowell’s analysis of intellectuals are the ideas than
can become facts by being validated empirically.

Intellectuals do not simply have a series of
isolated opinions on a variety of subjects. Behind those opinions
is usually some coherent over-arching conception of the world, a
social vision. Intellectuals are like other people in having
visions – some intuitive sense of how the world works, what causes
what. The vision around which most contemporary intellectuals tend
to coalesce has features that distinguish it from other visions
prevalent in other segments of contemporary society or among elites
or masses in earlier times.

While visions differ, a vision of some kind or other
underlies attempts to explain either physical or social phenomena,
whether by intellectuals or by others. Some visions are more
sweeping and dramatic than others, as well as differing in the
particular assumptions on which they are based, but all kinds of
thinking, whether formal or informal, must start somewhere with a
hunch, a suspicion, or an intuition of some sort – in short, with a
vision of causal connections. Systematically working out the
implications of that vision can produce a theory, which in turn can
be refined into specific hypotheses that can be tested against
empirical evidence. [2.7]

A “vision” of some sort may underlie any theory
offered as an explanation for some phenomenon, but it does seem to
me to be pushing a bit far to say that all thinking is concerned
with causal connections. While it is premature to object to
Sowell’s analysis by bringing in some other conception of knowledge
or thought, it may be helpful to keep this suggestion in the
background while we see how Sowell’s theory helps to explain why
intellectuals are almost inevitably mistaken in their
recommendations for social policy.

Another note
worth making is that Sowell’s continuum from verification by
systematic logical procedures to verification by consensus is not a
universally accepted model of even scientific knowledge. Again it
is premature, but Sowell does in one of his books make a passing
reference to Thomas Kuhn’s idea of the role that paradigms play in
science so he is at least aware that even some philosophy of
science recognizes that there is a consensual foundation for even
the most advanced scientific research.

For the time being however we shall accept
Sowell’s schema of notions which evolve into facts if they survive
a verification process involving empirical data. His initial step
in chapter 2 of Intellectuals and Society is to pose the
question of whether intellectuals do in fact verify their own
notions. It is worth listening closely to how he poses this
question:

Since ideas are their life’s work, intellectuals
might be expected to more thoroughly or more systematically subject
notions to such tests. Whether or to what extent they do so in
practice is, of course, a notion that needs to be tested. There
are, after all, other skills in which intellectuals also tend to
excel, including verbal skills that can be used to evade the
testing of their favorite notions.

In short, the various skills of intellectuals can be
used either to foster intellectual standards or to circumvent those
standards and promote non-intellectual or even anti-intellectual
agendas. In other words, intellectuals – defined as an occupational
category – may or may not exemplify the intellectual process.
Indeed, it is possible for people not defined as
intellectuals – engineers, financiers, physicians – to adhere to
intellectual procedures more often or more rigorously than some or
most intellectuals. The extent to which this is true is another
empirical question. What is important here is that the mere word
“intellectual,” applied to an occupational category, not be allowed
to insinuate the presence of intellectual principles or standards
may or may not be present. [2.8]

Ostensibly Sowell is simply reiterating the
difference he has already described between “intellectual” as an
occupational category and “intellectual” as a category of
principles or standards employed in the verification of knowledge.
He uses the occasion, however, not only to suggest the answer to
his question but also to introduce “other skills” possessed by
intellectuals, which may be used to promote an anti-intellectual
agenda. On the surface he is simply positing some theories to be
tested as a way of emphasizing the meaning of the distinction he
has made. Obviously he is also planting a seed for what will be a
major theme in the book.

The skills he has in mind are presumably
sophistry and rhetoric. The ability to manipulate concepts divorced
from reality may be used to evade a kind of responsibility and to
conceal such evasion. Because “intellectual” is a completely
neutral occupational category, it carries no implications of the
sort of integrity one might expect of an intellectual. What Sowell
is starting to insinuate, however, is that “intellectual” connotes
irresponsible, self-serving behavior. One of the ways he suggests
this is by the examples he uses to make clear exactly what he means
when he says that intellectuals may or may not apply the same
intellectual rigor to their notions when they venture beyond their
particular area of expertise into the realm of public policy.

 His first
example is Bertrand Russell advocating disarmament in the 1930s
when it should have been abundantly obvious that Nazi Germany was
preparing for war. He cites Noam Chomsky for “similarly extravagant
political pronouncements,” and Edmund Wilson for urging Americans
to vote for the Communists in the 1932 elections along with several
other writers. His final example is George Bernard Shaw’s early
sympathy for Hitler and later belief that Stalin’s “interest in
peace is overwhelming.”

Sowell concludes his brief survey with a virtual
conclusion that intellectuals who venture beyond their limited area
of expertise are not to be trusted. This is another major building
block in his argument, one which he will eventually justify by his
theory of knowledge and his analysis of the behavior of
intellectuals in terms of incentives and constraints.

The list of top-ranked intellectuals who made
utterly irresponsible statements, and who advanced hopelessly
unrealistic and recklessly dangerous things, could be extended
almost indefinitely. Many public intellectuals have been justly
renowned within their respective fields but the point here is that
many did not stay within their respective fields.
[2.9]

Again he is
careful to say “many,” not “all,” and he continues to insist that
his point is simply the need “to make a sharp distinction between
the intellectual occupation and intellectual standards which
members of that occupation can and do violate, especially in their
roles as public intellectuals, making pronouncements about society
and advocating government policies.” [2.10] Nonetheless he is building
his rhetorical argument as he lays out his conceptual scheme by
choosing examples which he feels will not need to be debated.
Everyone presumably knows that Noam Chomsky makes “extravagant
political pronouncements” and that any candidate from the Communist
party in 1932 was either an unrealistic or reckless choice.

The next section of the chapter has the subhead
“Competing Concepts of Knowledge.” Sowell describes two competing
concepts in terms of where the knowledge is located and how the
knowledge is transmitted or preserved. These two perspectives are
not completely congruent, but neither are they at all
contradictory. The first distinction is between knowledge with is
accessible to a single observer as opposed to knowledge which is
dispersed so widely it can never be adequately collected in a way
that would enable it to inform a decision made by an individual or
single group. The second distinction is between authenticated
knowledge, which is consciously articulated, i.e. capable of being
codified in words or symbols, and knowledge that is largely
unconscious and is embodied in customs, habits and traditions.

 The ideas in this
section are based on Sowell’s reading of Friedrich Hayek. In
particular he has said that Hayek’s essay “The Use of Knowledge in
Society” was a large part of the inspiration for Knowledge and
Decisions. Hayek, most known for his book, The Road To
Serfdom, received the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 1974,
and was very influential in the development of neo-classical
economics at the University of Chicago. Milton Friedman used
Hayek’s essay on the use of knowledge in a graduate seminar, and
Sowell describes it as “a deeply penetrating insight into the way
societies function and malfunction and clues as to why they are so
often and so profoundly misunderstood.” [2.11] Reading
Hayek is a very different experience from reading Sowell. Hayek was
Viennese and came from a family of scholars. He was a second cousin
to Ludwig Wittgenstein, and he earned doctorates in law and
political science from the University of Vienna. He was interested
in psychology and philosophy as well as economics. His 1952 book
The Sensory Order grew out of some work he had done as a
student in physiological psychology. Much of his writing is very
abstract and fairly dense. Whether Sowell’s adaptation of Hayek’s
ideas does full justice to them may be debatable but is beyond the
scope of this discussion. Sowell has made the ideas his own, and
they are part of the foundation of his analysis of society.

The first point that Sowell makes about the
competing concepts of knowledge is that many intellectuals
arbitrarily restrict the scope of knowledge to a particular type of
knowledge. He makes a distinction between the knowledge valued as
“special” by intellectuals and a more “mundane” knowledge, which is
tends to be practical, although his examples include baseball as
well as plumbing and carpentry. His crucial point though is that
intellectuals tend to dismiss as “mundane” a form of knowledge that
can have significant consequences.

Although the special kind of knowledge associated
with intellectuals is usually valued more, and those who have such
knowledge are usually accorded more prestige, it is by no means
certain that the kind of knowledge mastered by intellectuals is
necessarily more consequential in its effects in the real world.
The same is true of even of expert knowledge. No doubt those in
charge of the Titantic has far more expertise in the many
aspects of seafaring than most ordinary people had, but what was
crucial in its consequences was the mundane knowledge of where
particular icebergs happened to be located on a particular night.
Many major economic decisions are likewise crucially dependent on
the kind of mundane knowledge that intellectuals might disdain to
consider to be knowledge in the sense in which they habitually use
the word. [2.12]

This passage seems typical of the way in which
Sowell introduces an idea. Here, he first attributes a kind of
narrow-mindedness to intellectuals and then elaborates on the
meaning of “mundane” knowledge by using an analogy involving a
disaster. Intellectuals are associated with a disaster even before
it is completely clear what the competing concepts of knowledge
really are. The image of the officers in charge of the
Titanic serves as a metaphor for Sowell’s overall argument
against top-down economic policy, but the exact relevance of the
metaphor is confusing at first. The disaster of the sinking of the
Titanic could have presumably been prevented had the radio
operators conveyed to the officers the warnings they received about
icebergs in their path. As I recall some versions of the story
depict the officers of the ship as arrogant and dismissive of
warnings about possible dangers in their path. Nonetheless it is
unclear why the knowledge of the location of icebergs would be
regarded as “mundane” knowledge for an expert in seafaring.
“Mundane” has connotations of dull, uninteresting or trivial as
well as more literal connotations of worldly as opposed to
spiritual. While the knowledge of how to repair a toilet or build a
cabinet may be regarded as “mundane” by someone who prefers to
devote his mind to larger philosophical or political issues, the
looming presence of an iceberg is hardly mundane for the officer of
an ocean liner. The purpose of the example is threefold: it shows
how a breakdown in the communication of essential information can
have disastrous consequences in terms of decisions; it provides an
image of the arrogance involved in the administration of a complex
system without adequate information; and it illustrates the
importance of detailed information about circumstances at a
particular time and place. It is apparently this kind of detailed
circumstantial information that intellectuals disdain and is part
of a wider conception of knowledge.

Sowell develops a second example of this kind of
knowledge taking off from the importance of “location” in terms of
knowledge of things other than the location of icebergs. He
describes the importance of determining the best location for a
particular business and cites the real estate motto that the three
most important factors determining the value of a house are
“location, location and location.” His use of the example of
location is perhaps deliberate since it underscores the importance
of being “on the spot” in order to have access to a certain type of
knowledge. Ultimately every time-space point in the universe is
subjected to a unique set of circumstances, which cannot be
generalized, and information about some of these unique details can
be extremely important.

 A nurse’s
mundane knowledge of whether a particular patient is allergic to
penicillin can be the difference between life and death. When a
plane is coming into an airport for a landing, the control tower’s
observation that the pilot has forgotten to lower the landing gear
is information whose immediate conveyance to the pilot can likewise
be crucial, even though such knowledge requires nothing more
intellectually challenging than eyesight. Foreknowledge that the
D-Day invasion of Europe would take place at Normandy, rather than
at Calais where Hitler expected it, would have led to wholly
different concentration of the Nazis’ military forces, costing
thousands more lives among the troops hitting the beach, perhaps
dooming the whole operation and changing the course of the war.

 In short, much
of the special kind of knowledge concentrated among intellectuals
may not have as weighty consequences as much mundane or
intellectually unimpressive knowledge, scattered among the
population at large. In the aggregate, mundane knowledge can vastly
outweigh the special knowledge of elites, both in its amount and in
its consequences. While special knowledge is almost invariably
articulated knowledge, other kinds of knowledge need not be
articulated to others nor even be consciously articulated to
ourselves. Friedrich Hayek included in knowledge “all the human
adaptations to environment in which past experience has been
incorporated.” [2.13]

Again it
seems to me that “mundane” is not the most appropriate term for
describing the knowledge in these examples, but it is clear that
Sowell is using it to make a point about the amount of intellectual
effort required to obtain the knowledge. The fact that German
intelligence failed to properly interpret information regarding an
impending invasion, however, does not fit the mold. It is knowledge
of a specific event at a specific time and place, but it is more
like knowledge of whether a hurricane will hit a coastal town. It
is knowledge that would have required an extremely extensive and
sophisticated effort for the Germans to acquire. Moreover the
conclusion that an invasion was planned at Calais may have been the
result of a deliberate effort to provide misleading information to
the Germans and was in fact based on information evaluated by an
elite group given an intellectually challenging task. It is not
knowledge that someone “on the ground” could have acquired, unless
that someone was a fly on the wall in the Allied headquarters.
Perhaps, one might cynically suspect, the example is cited because
it is always useful to keep afloat the image of Hitler as the prime
example of a top-down administrator who operated in arrogant
ignorance.

In addition
to the distinction between knowledge of specific circumstances and
generalized or abstract knowledge, Sowell now introduces Hayek’s
notion of a type of knowledge embedded customs and institutions,
which need not be consciously articulated. The next section of the
chapter, however, is focused on the “concentration and dispersion
of knowledge.”

The issue of how much knowledge may be
concentrated in individual minds in comparison to the total amount
of knowledge possessed by a society as a whole is based on an idea
of knowledge as the collection of discrete bits of information much
like a computer database in which the number of records, fields or
bytes may be easily counted. The knowledge that each individual has
of his own circumstances involves a great deal of information to
which other individuals have no access, so if the total amount of
knowledge in a society includes the knowledge that each individual
has of his own circumstances it is easy to see that there is a vast
amount of knowledge that one person can not possess.

When both special knowledge and mundane knowledge
are encompassed within the concept of knowledge, it is doubtful
whether the most knowledgeable person on earth has even one percent
of the total knowledge on earth, or even one percent of the
consequential knowledge in a given society. [2.14]

I am perfectly prepared to believe that no one
person can “have” one percent of the knowledge contained in the
Library of Congress much less all the knowledge of individual
circumstances at any particular moment in time, but it is not
immediately clear what the significance of this is. The assumption
is that knowledge of circumstances faced by all the individuals in
a society is consequential, i.e. it is knowledge that has a
bearing on the decisions individuals make or the way in which they
behave. Individual behavior in turn has an effect on the
functioning of society as a whole.

The primary example of the importance of this
type of knowledge is the idea of the self-regulating market as
opposed to a centrally planned economy. It may be difficult to know
whether Sowell’s economics grows out of his theory of knowledge or
whether his theory of knowledge is derived from his economics, but
he presents his conception of knowledge as a foundation not only
for his economic policies but also for many of his other social
policy recommendations as well. Perhaps it can be said that his
view of economics yields an understanding of knowledge and its
function in society that can then reveal the wisdom or rationale
for policies in other areas. The two other examples he cites in
this discussion are issues in role of the courts and in urban
planning.

The logic of the self-regulating market in the
abstract seems fairly straightforward. Prices are determined by
supply and demand. Individual consumers decide whether to pay the
price for a good based on how much they desire the good and what
other options they have for the use of their money. Producers
decide whether to make a good or how large a supply of them to make
depending not only on the cost of making them but also on the price
that they can bring on the market. Each consumer or producer is
operating in his own interest and with his own limited knowledge.
Prices are free to fluctuate and the overall market functions as a
system that stabilizes at a certain price point for a given set of
circumstances. This is not the place to evaluate the strengths and
weaknesses of this economic model. The point here is to see the
relevance of Sowell’s conception of knowledge as dispersed rather
than concentrated. The knowledge possessed by each individual
consumer or producer, which determines his behavior, is not
knowledge that can be accessed by a centralized planning committee
attempting to allocate resources in a society.

If no one has even one percent of the knowledge
currently available, not counting the vast amounts of knowledge yet
to be discovered, the imposition from the top down of the notions
in favor among elites, convinced of their own superior knowledge
and virtue, is a formula for disaster.

Sometimes it is economic disaster, which central
planning, for example, turned out to be in so many countries around
the world during the twentieth century that even most governments
run by communists and socialists began replacing such top-down
economic planning by freer markets by the end of that century. No
doubt central planners had far more expertise, and far more
statistical data at their command, than the average person making
transactions in the market. Yet the vastly greater mundane
knowledge brought to bear by millions of ordinary people making
their own mutual accommodations among themselves almost invariably
produced higher economic growth rates and higher standards of
living after central planning was jettisoned, notably in China and
India, where rates of poverty declined dramatically as their
economies grew at accelerated rates. [2.15]

Sowell’s argument is obviously cutting both
ways. The conception of knowledge which supports the free-market
economic theory is validated by the empirical success of the
free-market. The greater success of the free market is explained by
reference to the theory of dispersed knowledge.

One other thing to note about this elaboration
before we examine the implications of the idea of dispersed
knowledge is the way in which Sowell says that elites are convinced
of their superior virtue as well as their superior knowledge. He
has yet to justify that claim in this book, but he is planting the
seed for a discussion later explaining why intellectual elites tend
to feel morally superior.

Sowell says intellectuals have “more per capita
knowledge” than members of the general population because of their
“special” knowledge, but that knowledge does not qualify them to
make decisions about how society should function. He will argue
that meddling with the economy via central planning can never
achieve the same degree of efficiency that would result if the
market were allowed to operate without intervention. He also wants
to extend this analysis to include aspects of society other than
the economy.

Central planning is just one of a more general class
of social decision-making processes dependent on the underlying
assumption that people with more per capita knowledge (in the
special sense) should be guiding their societies. Other forms of
this general action include judicial activism, urban planning, and
other institutional expressions of the belief that social decisions
cannot be left to be determined by the action and values of the
less knowledgeable population at large. But if no one has even one
percent of all the knowledge in a society – in the larger sense in
which many different kinds of knowledge are consequential – then it
is crucial that the other 99 percent of knowledge, scattered in
small and individually unimpressive amounts among the population at
large, be allowed the freedom to be used in working out mutual
accommodations among the people themselves. These innumerable
interactions and mutual accommodations are what bring the other 99
percent of knowledge into play – and generate new knowledge in the
process of back and forth bids, reflecting changes in supply and
demand.

That is why free markets, judicial restraint, and
reliance on decisions and traditions growing out of the experience
of the many – rather than the presumption of an elite few – are so
important to those who do not share the social vision
prevalent among intellectual elites. In short, ideological fault
lines divide those who have different conceptions of the meaning of
knowledge, and who consequently see knowledge as being concentrated
or dispersed. [2.16]

The “social vision” which correlates with the
conception of knowledge may be the source of the value placed on
one type of knowledge or the other. We shall explore Sowell’s idea
of a “vision” in the next chapter, but for the moment we shall just
acknowledge the correlation and try to understand what dispersed
knowledge entails and how society makes use of it. It may be that
the only way to evaluate the significance of “dispersed” knowledge
is by means of a theory about the way in which society functions.
Clearly the idea of a system composed of innumerable interactions
and mutual accommodations is required in order to see the
significance of the scattered bits of “mundane” knowledge affecting
the behavior of individuals. Part of what is at stake here is the
idea of sociology or economics as a science comparable to the
physics or chemistry and the idea of “social engineering” made
possible by such science.

Hayek saw
“scientism” in economics as a major obstacle and attempted to
explain why economics could never be a science in the mold of
physics, chemistry or biology. Sowell never really attempts to
explain this beyond his analysis of these two conceptions of
knowledge. He seems content to suggest that decisions about the
allocation of resources can never be effectively made by an elite
group on behalf of the whole society because the “quantity” of
knowledge required to make a proper decision is beyond the grasp of
any such group. It may help to clarify the implications of his view
if we develop a comparison with some form of science. Perhaps the
most appropriate science for a comparison with economics is
meteorology.

The weather is notoriously difficult to predict
and virtually impossible to control. Whether or not things we do
have significant impact on the weather in the long run is a source
of some debate, and most attempts to alter weather in the short
term are regarded as superstitious. Perhaps it is possible to cause
precipitation by seeding rain clouds, but I don’t know of any other
scientifically accepted method for altering the weather in the
short term. Nonetheless meteorology is a legitimate science and one
that has made significant progress especially with the advent of
computer simulations and satellite observation. The problem, of
course, is the enormous complexity of the interactions in the
atmosphere and the number of variables involved. The reasons for
pursuing meteorology are perhaps twofold: accurate weather
predictions can save human lives or prevent loss of property and
someday the ability to control the weather may greatly enhance
human life.

Some economists view the economy as a phenomenon
to be understood scientifically like the weather. No one seems to
doubt that things we do can affect how the economy functions – even
if some may feel that all intervention is counterproductive. Few
people, however, have much confidence in the economist’s ability to
predict how the economy will function in the future, either long or
short term. Is the economy inherently more complex than the
weather? No meteorologist or super-computer can know the state of
every molecule in the atmosphere at any given moment anymore than
an expert economist can know the preferences of every consumer or
the circumstances which may affect his behavior. Perhaps the
obvious difference is that molecules are assumed to behave
consistently according to generalized natural laws while we
attribute free will and arbitrary choice to individuals in society.
Can human behavior be analyzed in any way that enables accurate
enough predictions to be made? Plenty of sociologists would
probably argue that statistics can provide an adequate basis for
modeling human behavior.

The force of Sowell’s argument seems to rest on
the severely limited amount of knowledge (relative to the total
amount of knowledge dispersed throughout society) that can be
brought to bear in central economic planning and on the image of a
self-regulating market as a relatively stable system. Free-market
theorists sometimes like to cite freeway traffic as an example of
the kind of social interaction that enables a market to work. Each
driver pursues his own goal and reacts only to the cars in his
immediate vicinity, but when viewed from an airplane the freeway
presents an image of orderly movement allowing each person to
arrive at his freely chosen destination in the most efficient
possible manner. One problem with this analogy is that a freeway is
not a natural or spontaneous self-regulating system. It is
obviously constructed with careful planning and the movement of
vehicles is highly regulated by lane markings, speed limits,
on-ramp traffic lights, and the highway patrol. Even so individual
behavior can often have disastrous results that require highly
focused intervention to save lives and enable traffic to
resume.

Sowell seems to prefer an ecological analogy for
the free market. Markets spontaneously evolved and achieve a kind
of stability like the flora and fauna evolve in a particular
locale. The stability achieved by a free market represents an
acceptable compromise in terms of the available resources and the
widely varying preferences of the individuals involved.
Self-regulating, evolving natural ecological systems are subject to
catastrophic disturbances such as forest fires, earthquakes,
tornadoes, volcanoes and meteorites. It is surely only an article
of faith that self-regulating markets are also not also subject to
catastrophic disturbances, but does this in any way undermine
Sowell’s conception of the significance of dispersed knowledge?

Sowell’s emphasis on the percentage of knowledge
accessible to elite decision-makers strikes me as a strangely
reductionist perspective on knowledge, which serves mainly to
bolster the idea that elites who make decisions regarding social or
economic policy are presumptuous because they feel entitled to make
a decision based on such a limited amount of knowledge. It seems to
equate knowledge with irreducible brute facts rather than the
authenticated knowledge he has described as resulting from
empirical testing of theories. My inclination is to agree that most
of the dispersed knowledge is indeed mundane and not necessarily
relevant to making social policy decisions. This of course probably
only reveals that I have aspirations to be among the elite
decision-makers, but what exactly is this dispersed knowledge? With
regard to the consumer in a free market the dispersed knowledge
seems simply to be the individual’s knowledge of his own
preferences. He has no real knowledge of the consequences of any
decision based on his preferences other than the personal
satisfaction he hopes to gain. This is in fact considered to be one
of the beauties of the self-regulating market. He need only act out
of self-interest and the system will adjust itself accordingly. The
real question is whether the net effect of that adjustment is in
any way the optimum state for the system. For free-market theory
there is no room for a question about the “optimum” state since by
definition the state of the system represents the best possible
accommodation of individual preferences for a given supply of
resources. For the elite policymaker, presumably, there is some
other basis for evaluating the state of the system and his policies
are aimed at achieving that state. In the economic example the
significance of the dispersed knowledge seems clearly to be based
on a theory of the functioning of a self-regulating market.

Sowell offers two other examples of the dangers
of decision-making based on concentrated or “special” knowledge
rather than dispersed knowledge: judicial activism and urban
planning. He does not elaborate on either at this point in the
book. Later in this book as well as elsewhere he has a great deal
to say about judicial activism, but any discussion of urban
planning is primarily restricted to comments on zoning
[2.17] and on the use of eminent domain in
conjunction with urban renewal projects. [2.18]

Urban planning is by definition a “top-down”
activity involving decisions by elites. Perhaps a small utopian or
religious community plans its infrastructure via town meetings and
perhaps villages evolve spontaneously in newly settled areas, but
it would be hard to make a case for the spontaneous development of
the infrastructure of a large modern city. The exercise of eminent
domain can certainly be debated without resorting to a theory of
the value of dispersed knowledge. If one has already established
the value of dispersed knowledge, it can perhaps be used to condemn
any exercise of eminent domain for the “greater good” of the
community whenever it goes against the preferences of the
individual property owners. Citing inappropriate uses of eminent
domain, however, does not really provide support for a theory of
knowledge, although it may yield emotional support for the idea
that elite decision-makers are the enemy. Surely in any case of
eminent domain the preferences of the individual property owners
can be well known by the public as well as by the elite
decision-makers, so access to knowledge is not the issue.

Zoning has always struck me as an interesting
political issue, but it does not present a clear case for the
disadvantages of decision making by an elite. Sowell cites Houston
as an example of a city without zoning.

Zoning law proponents…invoke fears of factories and
gas stations in residential neighborhoods. But in cities without
zoning – notably Houston – no such dire things happen. Middle-class
neighborhoods there look like middle class neighborhoods elsewhere.
In lower income neighborhoods, there are sometimes auto repair
shops and other such local conveniences – but it is precisely in
these neighborhoods with automobile repair shops that zoning is
overwhelmingly rejected by the voters. Apparently the
trade-off between convenience and aesthetics is different for those
with less money and older cars. Looked at another way, zoning
allows some people to impose their values and life-styles on others
who may not share the values or be able to afford the life-style.
[2.19]

His point seems almost to be that zoning makes
no difference in how the city develops. The middle-class
neighborhoods look just like middle-class neighborhoods with zoning
and so do the lower income neighborhoods. Certainly plenty of zoned
cities have lower-class neighborhoods with businesses in their
midst. There is also a relatively healthy debate about the factors
that caused Houston to develop the way it did. The city apparently
has its own type of building regulations, which mandated lot sizes
for single family dwellings even if there were not zones set aside
for them, and the look of the city may well have been determined by
another elite group, the real estate developers who built most of
it.

It is equally easy to imagine a situation where
the absence of zoning allows someone to impose his life style on
someone else. Suppose I prefer to live in a neighborhood of
single-family homes with yards, but after I buy a house in such a
neighborhood my neighbor converts his garage and front yard into an
auto repair shop or his living room into a nightclub. You might say
that the effect on my life would be no different than if the
neighbor simply restored cars as a hobby or had all-night parties
every night of the week, neither of which activities could be
prohibited by zoning. On the other hand the market value of my
house might drop precipitously and zoning can be viewed as a way to
enable me to pay the price for the kind of neighborhood I prefer
with greater confidence that my investment will be protected. The
example Sowell cites of neighborhoods combining residences with
“auto repair shops and other such conveniences” could just as
easily be permitted by zoning. It is just a matter of how varied
the types of zones are or how smart the zoning commission is. There
is no reason why they could not have the knowledge that some people
will prefer to walk to stores rather than have to drive or take the
bus, and there is no reason why zoning cannot be changed in
response to changing tastes in some areas of the city.

The zoning process is certainly a ripe arena for
backroom deals or corruption, and there are plenty of
“not-in-my-backyard” battles with zoning boards that seem to boil
down to attempts by privilege to shield itself from the hoi polloi.
There are also zoning battles originating with idealistic ideas
about mixed neighborhoods as a means of promoting greater
understanding and tolerance. Perhaps Sowell is right in assuming
that zoning tends to favor the preferences of the rich and
powerful, but the reason for this is not their ignorance of what
might happen spontaneously without zoning. In other words it is not
an issue of dispersed versus concentrated knowledge.

What about judicial activism? In what way does
it illustrate his point about the value of dispersed knowledge as
the basis for social decisions? A judge is perhaps the epitome of
an elite decision maker, but the decisions he is asked to make
result from conflicts where the mutual accommodations among people
have failed to work out. There is no equivalent of laissez
faire possible for judges. Clearly Sowell has something else in
mind in the suggestion that judicial restraint is comparable to
free markets and “reliance on decisions and traditions growing out
of the experiences of the many – rather than the presumptions of an
elite few.” [2.20] He is moving from the idea of dispersed
knowledge as scattered bits of information accessible only to
particular individuals in specific circumstances to a kind of
unarticulated knowledge embodied in habits, traditions or social
customs.

 Where knowledge
is conceived of as Hayek conceived of it, to include knowledge
unarticulated even to ourselves, but expressed in our individual
habits and social customs, then the transmission of such knowledge
from millions of people to be concentrated in surrogate
decision-makers becomes very problematic, if not impossible, since
many of those operating with such knowledge have not fully
articulated such knowledge even to themselves, and so can hardly
transmit it to others, even if they might wish to. [2.21]

The idea that social customs, traditions, and
even institutions embody the accumulated wisdom of a culture is not
unique to Hayek, and it seems to me that it involves a very
different kind of knowledge from the dispersed bits of information
that Sow-ell initially describes. There is also a distinction that
should be made between social customs and individual habits, which
may well be idiosyncratic and as unique to the individual as his
preferences. If individual habits represent a form of knowledge,
then it makes sense to describe it as dispersed. Social customs,
however, are shared, and the way in which they may pervade a
society is very different from the scattering of discrete bits of
information.

One of the things intellectuals do is explicate
social customs, traditions and institutions. They make conscious
via articulation the ideas or wisdom or meaning embedded in
customs, much as the psychologist or psychoanalyst may help bring
to consciousness the meaning of individual habitual behavior.
Another thing intellectuals do is debate whether the customs,
traditions or institutions are misguided or counterproductive.
Habits can be neurotic, and one of the ways social customs evolve
is in response to criticism from intellectuals. They may also
evolve as a result of changes in unarticulated preferences in many
individuals, but once a custom becomes pervasive it is accessible
to analysis and criticism by any observer of the society.

Presumably for Sowell the difference between
judicial activism and judicial restraint is the degree to which the
judge’s decision may be influenced by critical thinking about
customs and institutions. This is not the place to explore the full
strength of Sowell’s argument for judicial restraint. The point
here is to determine the relationship between his theory of
knowledge and his views on judicial restraint. One can argue that
the courts are not the place to extend the application of laws
based on an interpretation of changes in social mores without
having to invoke Sowell’s ideas about dispersed versus concentrated
knowledge. The only issue may be whether individual habits
represent a form of knowledge that is relevant to social decisions.
Obviously individual habits affect behavior just as individual
preferences or individual circumstances do, but it is not clear
that they represent significant knowledge.

Habits may be formed in any number of ways. Many
are social conditioning by parents or society at large, and these
habits simply preserve and transmit social customs or traditions.
As such they presumably do not represent significant knowledge that
is different from the knowledge embodied in the widely observable
customs. The habits that are unique to the individual are probably
adaptations to specific circumstances in the family or immediate
environment, and I am unable to imagine how they represent
knowledge that is pertinent to decisions a judge might have to
make, unless the individual is one of the parties in the case the
judge is deciding.

Even though he is analyzing types of knowledge
in order to clarify the role played by intellectuals in society,
much of what Sowell says to substantiate his ideas is really an
argument against “surrogate” or “top-down” or “centralized”
decision-making. The idea of dispersed knowledge that is not
accessible to elite decision makers seems to bolster his argument
about centralized decisions in other areas beside the economy, but
the more closely I look at it the less relevant it seems to me to
be. I am forced to conclude that Sowell’s analysis of the
importance of dispersed knowledge depends on the persuasiveness of
his examples of the detrimental effects of elite decision-making,
rather than the other way around.

Sowell approaches the issue of the type of
knowledge involved in centralized decision-making from several
different perspectives. In addition to the idea that no one can
possibly possess sufficient knowledge to make decisions that affect
all of society, he comments on the fact that centralized decisions
are more difficult to reverse or alter than the innumerable
individual decisions that result in a self-regulating system like a
free market. The image of the free market involves the idea that
every participant in it is constantly getting feedback that will
affect his behavior. The central metaphor for this is price
fluctuation in an ideal free-market economy. Sowell seems to think
that similar feedback is involved in all the other areas of mutual
accommodation in society as well.

The difficulty of passing legislation and the
importance of legal precedence in the justice system are examples
of why it is difficult to reverse or correct a decision that has
been made by legislators or judges. The force of this depends on
how one views the alternative. If society evolves by means of a
self-regulating process that requires no regulation or
intervention, the clearly any intervention runs the risk of being
counterproductive and anything that dampens the feedback process
will be detrimental. Perhaps when we examine the other factors
contributing to Sowell’s vision of society, we shall be better able
to evaluate his conclusions about such things as judicial restraint
and urban planning.

Another point that Sowell makes about
centralized decisions is that the person making the decision has no
immediate stake in the outcome. This again seems to be a separate
issue from the type of knowledge on which he is basing his
decision, and the implication is not so much that he can be
impartial or objective as it is that he will be unconstrained in
ways that permit him to wander off track. He may or may not be
aware of the conflicting interests of the innumerable parties who
do have a stake in the outcome, and there is no guarantee that his
decision will result in the optimal state that would be achieved by
the mutual accommodation of individuals if the system had been
allowed to function without his intervention. Again the
implications derive more from the idea of society as a relatively
stable, self-regulating system than from the conception of
knowledge underlying the argument.

Perhaps more to the point is the connection
Sowell sees between concentrated knowledge and concentrated power.
This connection also provides a clue to the assumption of moral
superiority on the part of intellectuals.

Since many, if not most, intellectuals operate under
the implicit assumption that knowledge is already concentrated – in
people like themselves – they are especially susceptible to the
idea that a corresponding concentration of decision-making power in
a public-spirited elite can benefit society. That assumption has
been the foundation for reform movements like Progressivism in the
United States and revolutionary movements in various other
countries around the world. Moreover, with sufficient knowledge
being considered already concentrated, those with the view often
conceive that what needs to be done is to create an accompanying
will and power to deal collectively with a wide array of social
problems. Emphasis on “will,” “commitment,” “caring” or
“compassion,” as crucial ingredients for dealing with social issues
essentially assumes away the question of whether those who are
presumed to have these qualities also have sufficient
knowledge.

Sometimes the sufficiency of knowledge is explicitly
asserted and any questions about that sufficiency are then
dismissed as reflecting either ignorance or obstruction.
[2.22]

By this time Sowell feels he has established
that no elite can possess sufficient knowledge to make decisions
for society as a whole. Since appropriate decisions require
sufficient knowledge, it follows that elites cannot be expected to
make appropriate decisions. Any belief to the contrary becomes
presumptuous. If, on the other hand, one believes that social
processes cannot be allowed to run unfettered by regulation or
intervention, then one is faced with a completely different
problem. Not only must someone understand what is needed, but the
people entrusted with the responsibility for enacting the
regulations must be people who can be trusted to do the right
thing. The requirements broaden from an intellectual grasp of the
situation to include commitment or compassion, i.e. virtues
associated with public-spiritedness.

Sowell is obviously expressing a sweeping
judgment about the nature of society and the role of “leaders” in
change or progress. It is worth noting that he sees the American
Revolution as essentially different from the French Revolution and
not the result of public-spirited elites making decisions for the
benefit of society as a whole. His reasons for this will become
clearer when we examine his ideas of “visions” underlying different
ideologies. For now, though, his immediate concern is to
demonstrate further the unfortunate consequences of the role
assumed by intellectuals and to explain what makes intellectuals
believe what they do about their own role in society.

The explanation will be found in terms of
incentives and constraints, and he plants the first seed as he
examines another consequence.

 Since intellectuals
have every incentive to emphasize the importance of the special
kind of knowledge that they have, relative to the mundane knowledge
that others have, they are often advocates of courses of action
which ignore the value, the cost, and the consequences of mundane
knowledge. It is common, for example, for the intelligentsia to
deplore many methods of sorting and labeling people, often saying
in the case of people that “each person should be judged as an
individual.” The cost of the knowledge necessary to do that is
almost never considered. Lower cost substitutes for than knowledge
of individuals – ranging from credit reports to IQ tests – are used
precisely because judging “the whole person” means acquiring and
weighing vast amounts of knowledge at vast costs that can include
delayed decisions in circumstances where time is crucial. Depending
on how expansively “judging the whole person” is defined, the time
required can exceed the human lifespan, which would make it
impossible for all practical purposes.

Armies sort people into ranks, colleges sort
applicants into ranges of SAT scores, and virtually everyone else
sorts people by innumerable other criteria. Many, if not most, of
these sorting methods are criticized by the intelligentsia, who
fail to appreciate the scarcity and high cost of knowledge – and
the necessity of making consequential decisions despite that
scarcity and high cost, which necessarily includes the costs of
mistakes. The risks of making decisions with incomplete knowledge
(there being no other kind) are part of the tragedy of the human
condition. However, that has not stopped intellectuals from
criticizing the inherent risks that turn out badly in everything
from pharmaceutical testing to military operations – nor does it
stop them from helping create a general atmosphere of unfulfillable
expectations in which “the thousand natural shocks that flesh is
heir to” become a thousand bases for lawsuits. [2.23]

This strikes me as a peculiar example and even
one that is chosen simply to emphasize the absurdity of any claim
that someone has all the relevant knowledge for making a decision.
His goal is obviously to assign to intellectuals a share of
responsibility for the vast amount liability litigation clogging
the court system, but he is moving too fast for me to keep up with
him. I was unaware of intellectual criticism of hierarchy in the
military or of any connection between sorting by rank and failed
military operations. If anything, my impression of criticisms of
military operations is that it tends to parallel his critique of
top-down social engineering. The grunts in the field often feel
that the commanders in the rear have no sense of the reality that
they are dealing with and make decisions based on what will look
best to their superiors rather than what is likely to make the most
efficient use of their troops. If casualties and failed operations
are to be accepted as an inevitable part of war then it seems to me
that the same case could be made for limited effectiveness in
social engineering. I doubt that anyone is advocating waging a war
without a centralized command, however, and whether or not the
military is an appropriate analogy for society as a whole is a
question we shall defer until later.

Sowell’s reference to SAT scores and college
admissions may be rooted in all his thought about affirmative
action, with which I am not very familiar. It has been a while
since I was directly involved in college admissions in any way, but
I was unaware that the intelligentsia criticized the use of SAT
scores in evaluating applications. I have always assumed that SAT
scores were only one factor and that there was a great deal of
subjective evaluation of other aspects of an applicants experience
or abilities that were considered in deciding whether he or she
would be a good fit for the college.

I suspect that the difficulty of following
Sowell’s thought here may be due to the fact that he is simply
referencing arguments he has made elsewhere. Certainly the
reference to the tragedy of the human condition and the inherent
limitations of knowledge is a theme that plays a significant role
in his discussion of competing “visions.” His next example,
however, almost seems to be a reversal of the logic in his
discussion of “sorting and labeling.” It is a critique of laws
concerning “age discrimination” and “mandatory retirement age”
policies. He starts with an interpretation of instances of
prejudices or stereotypes.

It is common for intellectuals to act as if their
special kind of knowledge of generalities can and should substitute
for, and override, the mundane specific knowledge of others. This
emphasis on the special knowledge of intellectuals often leads to
the dismissing of mundane, first-hand knowledge as “prejudices” or
“stereotypes,” in favor of abstract beliefs common among the
intelligentsia, who may have little or no first-hand knowledge of
the individuals, organizations or concrete circumstances involved.
Moreover, such attitudes are not only disseminated far beyond the
ranks of the intelligentsia, they have become the basis for
policies, laws, and judicial decisions.

One small but revealing example of the social
consequences of this attitude is that many company policies of
establishing retirement ages for their employees have been made
illegal as “age discrimination” because those policies are said to
be based on stereotypes about the elderly, who can be productive
beyond the age of “mandatory retirement.” In other words, third
parties with no stake in the outcome, no direct experience in the
particular companies or industries and no knowledge of the
particular individual employees involved, are assumed to have
superior understanding of the effects of age than those who do have
such experience, such a stake, and such direct knowledge, mundane
though that knowledge may be. Moreover, employers have economic
incentives to hang on to productive employees, especially since
they must pay costs to recruit their replacements and invest in
bringing those replacements up to speed, while surrogate
decision-makers pay no cost whatsoever for being mistaken.
[2.24]

Who is doing the sorting and labeling here? The
intelligentsia is making a blanket judgment that being old is not
necessarily the equivalent of being incompetent, but the employer
is also making a blanket judgment that being above a certain age
means that the employee is obsolete. A company-wide policy in a
large company is exactly the same kind of generalized decision as a
law against age-discrimination. Sowell seems to be saying that the
employer can judge each individual on his merits, but if so he
would not need a company-wide mandatory retirement policy. To
object to sorting and labeling on the basis of a need to evaluate
each individual case is exactly the argument Sowell attributed to
misguided intellectuals in the previous paragraphs. Sowell does in
fact claim later that “within a company with an automatic
retirement policy, those particular employees who clearly remained
productive and valuable could find the retirement policy waived.”
What purpose is served by a mandatory retirement policy? It is
entirely possible that an employer does have an economic incentive
to replace long-standing employees (whose wages and benefits may
have increased with their seniority) with fresh young talent eager
to work for much less. If the company has a mandatory retirement
policy, the most likely explanation for it is that it has an
economic incentive for it. The logic of the argument also seems to
assume that the company is unable to dismiss an employee whose work
is no longer up to their standards. This may in fact be the case
depending on whether the employee is represented by a union and
whether there are regulations limiting the grounds for termination,
but this is a reality of doing business that is completely separate
from retirement policies, unless a mandatory retirement policy is
simply a means of circumventing restrictions on termination in
general.

Once again this example does not seem to support
Sowell’s argument about the importance of “mundane, first-hand”
knowledge. There is another element of it that is worth noting,
however. Sowell jumps on the term “mandatory retirement” as an
example of the “verbal virtuosity” which intellectuals use to
further their agendas.

The very phrase “mandatory retirement” shows the
verbal virtuosity of the intelligentsia – and what a fatal talent
that can be in obscuring, rather than clarifying, rational
analysis. There has seldom, if ever, been any such thing as
mandatory retirement. Particular employers had set an age beyond
which they automatically ceased to employ people. Those people
remained free to go to work elsewhere and many did. [2.25]

Sowell is employing his own type of sophistry
here, although I would not be inclined to call it verbal
virtuosity. He is equating retirement from a particular job with
retirement from the workforce in general. No one pretends that a
mandatory retirement policy irrevocably casts an individual into
the dustbin. What it does is inflict a hardship on him or her, and
most people will agree that being thrown back into the job market
after the age of 60 is a severe hardship unless one is prepared to
retire. Laws against mandatory retirement are based on the idea
that such a hardship is unnecessary. They probably also assume that
such policies are based on outmoded ideas of aging, and they may be
based on the belief that a company has a long-term responsibility
towards its employees that overrides the economic incentives to
replace expensive employees with less expensive ones.

Sowell
follows this with three examples of illustrating that “virtually
all adverse conclusions about any ethnic minority are likewise
dismissed as “prejudices,” “stereotypes” and the like by the
intelligentsia.” [2.26] The first is the conclusion in a
biography of Theodore Roosevelt that Roosevelt was prejudiced
against American Indians even though he was not prejudiced against
blacks.

Here was a writer, nearly a hundred years removed
from the particular Indians that Theodore Roosevelt dealt with
personally in the west, declaring a priori that Theodore
Roosevelt’s conclusions were mistaken and based on prejudice, even
while conceding that racial prejudice was not a general feature of
TR’s outlook.

It would probably never occur to that writer that it
was he who was reaching a conclusion based on prejudgment –
prejudice – even if it was a prejudice common among intellectuals,
while Theodore Roosevelt’s conclusions were based on his own direct
personal experience with particular individuals. [2.27]

This critique seems to me to be based on
confusion about the connotations of the term “prejudice.” Sowell
would have us accept that any ideas Roosevelt expressed about
Indians were simply a comment on his experience with the Indians he
had personally known, while presumably the author is saying that
Roosevelt generalized from his experience with individual Indians
to conclusions about what could be expected in dealing with any
Indians. There are plenty of racists or anti-Semites who would
claim that their views reflect their personal experience with
individuals, however limited it may be. This is hardly a
justification for their generalized views. Unless Sowell wants to
agree that whatever Roosevelt said or felt about Indians was a
valid judgment of the entire American Indian population, his
argument does not seem to hold water.

His second
example is a historian who labels as prejudiced Cicero’s advice not
to buy British slaves when Sowell speculates that doing so would in
fact not be a wise investment. Do we really have to stretch this
far to find relevant examples of attitudes towards ethnic
minorities that are regarded as prejudice by the intelligentsia?
Perhaps anticipating this reaction, Sowell’s third example is the
media frenzy surrounding the question of whether Duke lacrosse
players raped a woman at a party and in particular the attitudes
towards the women lacrosse players who spoke out in defense of the
men. I am perfectly willing to agree that the responses to this
news story were riddled with prejudice and stereotypes on all
sides, but I am less willing to accept it as “a classic example of
the presumption of superior knowledge on the part of intellectuals
with less knowledge than those whose conclusions they dismissed and
denounced.” [2.28] It is certainly an example of the
fallibility of journalists or social critics and of a dangerous
tendency to rush to judgment based on stereotypes or prejudice, but
I balk at the notion that it can be generalized to a model of how
intellectuals function in society.

The final subsection in Sowell’s analysis of the
competing conceptions of the meaning of knowledge is devoted to the
expert, a “special occupation which overlaps that of intellectuals,
but is not wholly coincident with it.” [2.29] He distinguishes between
experts whose end products are ideas and those whose end product
are services. The former are also intellectuals in the proper
sense. His first point is that experts tend to have a narrow range
of very detailed knowledge and often tend to overreach when the
comment on things that encompass more then their narrow range of
expertise. He cites examples of forestry experts who predicted a
“timber famine” that never happened or others who continually
project depletion rates for oil resources which are later revealed
to be inaccurate. These two examples seem to imply that “experts”
may be intellectuals whose specialty is scientific or technical,
but he says that one may be an expert in Spanish literature or
existentialist philosophy, so there seems to be no difference
between an intellectual in general and an expert whose end product
is ideas. Perhaps expert connotes an accomplished intellectual who
has a significant amount of knowledge in some field.

The main point of the discussion of experts is
to explain how and why experts tend to be biased, to give examples
of the ways in which policies based on advice of “experts” has
failed and to show how experts rationalize or cover up these
failures. There is, of course, no discussion of opinions or advice
from experts which may have been valid or proved productive.

City planners are presented as an example of an
expert whose job descriptions often contain idealistic terminology
designed to imply that the expert is completely unbiased. Sowell
says that in addition to a vested interest in promoting the use of
expertise (i.e., promoting their own value and employment), city
planners tend to present issues without proper consideration of the
tradeoffs which any decision entails. The tendency to ignore
trade-offs in costs is a theme running through all of Sowell’s
critique of intellectuals. After a quote describing a “visioning
session” conducted by a city planner in which leading questions are
posed in a way that ignores side effects of the policies implied,
he introduces his idea of “rational decisions.”

Quite aside from the tendentiousness of the
questions, even an honest attempt to get meaningful input into a
decision-making process from answers to questions that neither cost
anything to answer nor even include any notion of costs in the
questions, would be relevant only to a costless world, while the
crucial fact of the world we live in is that all actions or
inactions entail costs which have to be taken into account in order
to reach a rational decision. “Rational” is used here in its most
basic sense – the ability to make a ratio, as in “rational numbers”
in mathematics – so that rational decisions are decisions that
weigh one thing against another, a trade-off as distinguished from
a crusade to achieve some “good thing” without weighing costs.”
[2.30]

I cannot resist pointing out that in 50 years of
reading philosophy I have never before come across an
interpretation of “rational” in terms of a numeric ratio. Sowell is
perfectly entitled to make his point with some ad hoc etymology,
but I fear that he may build on this idea in a way that elbows out
a fuller conception of rationality and reason. The final section of
the chapter is entitled “The Role of Reason,” but first he has
other points to make about the reliability of experts.

Essentially he says that experts who contribute
to social policy tend to be hired guns motivated by their own
economic incentives and hired by public officials to come up with a
justification for a policy that has already been decided upon.
Public officials can use the expert opinions to provide cover for
whatever real reasons are behind the choice of policy. Sowell makes
a passing acknowledgement that experts have a legitimate function,
but reverts quickly to his basic argument in terms of dispersed
knowledge. He cites one of his favorite examples, the failure of
central planning in the Soviet Union, and then cites the refusal to
listen to advice of police commissioners rather than intellectuals
as one of the reasons for rising crime rates in the US.

Sowell’s discussion of the role of reason begins
with an implicit reference to the Enlightenment.

The implicit assumption of superior knowledge among
intellectual elites underlies one of the demands of intellectuals
that goes back at least as far as the eighteenth century – namely,
that actions, policies, or institutions “justify themselves before
the bar of reason.” The words in which this demand is expressed
have changed since the eighteenth century, but the basic premise
has not. [2.31]

He immediately launches into an example of how
intellectuals criticize executive pay scales without any firsthand
knowledge of what the executives do. He follows this with an
example of intellectuals criticizing the number of shots fired by
police in a confrontation with a suspect without any first hand
knowledge of the situation or even of the difficulty of hitting a
target with a handgun and knowing that the target has in fact been
disabled by a hit. In both cases the conclusion is the same:

To demand that things justify themselves before the
bar of reason, in a world where no one even has one percent of all
consequential knowledge, is to demand that ignorance be convinced
and its permission obtained. [2.32]

Something has slipped through the cracks since
the 18th century if the Enlightenment project of
founding society on Reason has now become a “demand that ignorance
be convinced and its permission obtained.” The two examples he
cites do not make it clear to me how things are now being justified
before the bar of reason. I am inclined to suspect that the
18th century Philosophes might share the
intellectuals’ repulsion at some executive pay scales relative to
the pay of their employees, but I am not certain of the role that
Reason would play in this reaction. Sowell does not really
elaborate on what he thinks “reason” entails. He is clearly not an
“anti-rationalist,” since his initial explanation of the
verification process that transforms notions into authenticated
knowledge is modeled on the scientific method and presumably relies
on reason. There is something else at stake in this denigration of
the Enlightenment concept of the role of reason, and if we stick
closely with Sowell as he continues we see it emerging.

How can a brain surgeon justify what he does to
someone who knows nothing about the brain or about surgery? How can
a carpenter justify his choice of nails and woods to people who
know nothing about carpentry, especially if the carpenter is being
accused of wrongdoing by lawyers or politicians, whose articulation
skills may greatly exceed those of the carpenter, while their
knowledge of carpentry is far less? The confidence born of their
generally superior special knowledge may conceal from these elites
themselves the extent of their ignorance and their resulting
misconception of the issue at hand. Moreover, arguments against the
carpenter by articulate but ignorant elites to a general public
that is equally ignorant on this subject – whether the public are
on juries or in election booths – may easily prove to be
convincing, even if those same argument would seem absurd to other
carpenters.

It is one thing for the population at large to make
their own individual transactions and accommodations on matters
pertaining to themselves individually, and something quite
different for them to make collective decisions for society at
large. Collective decision-making, whether through democratic
processes or through top-down commands, involves people making
decisions for other people rather than for themselves. The same
problem of inadequate knowledge afflicts both these processes.
[2.33]

Sowell seems to be using a discussion of the
role of reason in society to begin building a case against any form
of collective decision-making, even via democratic processes.
Before we try to explore the point of this argument, though, I need
to dispense with some quibbles about his analogies with surgery and
carpentry. Presumably the analogy is how can a CEO explain his
salary to an academic (or federal regulatory body) and how can a
cop explain the necessity of firing 41 shots at an unarmed innocent
man [2.34] to someone who has no experience policing
violent neighborhoods.

Perhaps the esoteric knowledge and skill
involved in being a CEO is comparable to that required for brain
surgery. The main occasion I can imagine when a brain surgeon is
called upon to justify his procedures to a lay audience is a
malpractice suit. If such a suit involves a jury trial, we can
assume that both sides will have expert witnesses attempting to
explain and evaluate the procedures in question. My guess is that
what will persuade a jury one way or the other about the
risk-benefit tradeoffs involved in the procedure or about the
actual skill of the surgeon, is more likely to be rhetoric than
reason, although some form of reason will obviously be invoked.

A CEO or his board of directors surely should be
able to justify the salary of the CEO to stockholders or government
regulators by showing the increased profitability of the company
under his direction. Presumably the CEO justified his salary
demands to the board when he was hired by demonstrating some
connection between his performance in previous jobs and the
profitability of the companies employing him. If a regulatory
agency or an intellectual criticizes the salary of a CEO, chances
are they are not primarily concerned with the profitability of the
company. If the CEO is taking home large amounts of cash while the
company sinks into bankruptcy, then the shareholders have a beef
that any jury can understand. If the CEO is doing a good job, as
Sowell assumes he is, then the reasons for the criticism are
probably rooted in other concerns. One such concern would be the
detrimental effects of operating businesses purely in terms of
short-term profit rather than long-term viability. This seems to me
to be a case in which an outside observer (i.e. “ignorant”
intellectual) may have a valid perspective and something to
contribute to the discussion of the CEO’s salary. Another concern
might be the social impact of great disparity in income between
executives and workers. This is a discussion in which the CEO’s
contribution to the continued success of the company is only one
factor. I agree that it should not be dismissed as completely
irrelevant, but I still believe that it is possible that someone
who does not know how to be a CEO can have something significant to
say about executive salary trends. In other words I do not find the
issue as cut and dried as Sowell probably thinks I should.

The carpenter whose “articulation skills” are
not on a par with a lawyer’s will presumably be put on the spot
mainly in a liability suit. Again if the individual carpenter is
being sued, he is likely to have an attorney who can find industry
experts who do have the articulation skills to explain and evaluate
the work of a carpenter. One of the reasons to have building codes
is to simplify the task of evaluating the quality of work in such a
situation. Either it is up to code or it is not. Police procedures,
unfortunately, are not so easily codified, but there are various
forms of oversight by people qualified to investigate and evaluate
procedures used in a specific incident. If other citizens
(“ignorant” intellectuals) express concern and criticize the
behavior of police, it seems to me that this is a valid form of
input which should encourage the police to reexamine their own
procedures and if appropriate explain them to the public at large.
It is not incumbent upon the individual officer to justify his
behavior directly to the public, but it is incumbent upon the
police department to have internal affairs officers who can explain
police procedures to the public. I do not think Sowell believes
police departments should be free to operate without any “civilian”
oversight any more than the military should, and I am not convinced
that even naïve or ignorant criticism is counterproductive if it
keeps the people charged with oversight on their toes.

What exactly is the “bar of reason” before which
the CEO’s salary or the cop’s behavior must be justified? It seems
to me that it is precisely the kind of analysis that Sowell thinks
the person with first-hand knowledge of the particulars in a
specific case would have to do. It is what a building inspector, an
SEC regulator or an internal affairs investigator would do. Perhaps
Sowell lives in a city where the people writing building codes know
nothing about construction and engineering and the people doing
internal affairs investigations in the police department are just
friends of the mayor who have no experience in actual police work,
but there is no inherent reason why that should be the case.
Experience with guns and criminals is obviously relevant to any
attempt to set guidelines for police procedures in apprehending
suspects. The difficulty of establishing generalized procedures is
no reason to throw all regulations out the window and hope the
officers’ instincts will serve them well. Policemen are, after all,
trained in how to do their job properly and any such training is
generalized. If an incident occurs in which the shortcomings of the
training result in the tragic death of an innocent suspect, an
expression of outrage by anyone is a healthy reaction and should
lead to attempts to improve the ability of the police to respond to
future similar situations. If the situation was one in which the
death was inevitable, then someone with the police should explain
it so that the rest of the public can understand it as well as
Sowell apparently does.

Sowell seems to think reason operates in a
vacuum completely abstracted from the real world, that it is
concerned simply with the manipulation of concepts according to the
rules of logic. This is a sadly constricted view of reason, and I
balk when it is invoked to discredit all “collective
decision-making.”

The notion that things must justify themselves
before the bar of reason opens the floodgates to sweeping
condemnations of things not understood by people with credentialed
ignorance. Differences in incomes and occupations not understood by
intellectual elites, usually without much knowledge of either the
mundane specifics or of economics in general, readily become
“disparities” and “inequities” without further ado, just as
intellectuals who have never fired a gun in their lives do not
hesitate to express outrage at the number of bullets fired by the
police in a confrontation with a criminal. In these and other ways,
notions trump knowledge – when these notions are prevalent among
intellectuals.

This key fallacy – and the bad social consequences
to which it can lead – is not limited to intellectual elites. The
squelching of individual decision-making by the imposition of
collective decisions arrived at by third parties, whether those
third parties are elites or masses, usually means essentially
allowing ignorance to overrule knowledge. A public opinion poll or
a popular vote on an issue involving carpentry would be as
irrelevant as the views prevalent in the elite circles. The only
saving grace is that the masses are much less likely than the
elites to think that they should be overruling people whose stake
and whose relevant knowledge for the issue at hand are far greater
than their own. Moreover, the masses are less likely to have the
rhetorical skills to conceal from others, or from themselves, that
this is what they are doing.

The intellectuals’ exaltation of “reason” often
comes at the expense of experience, allowing them to have sweeping
confidence about things in which they have little or no knowledge
or experience. [2.35]

This elaboration does nothing really to clarify
further Sowell’s concept of reason. Suppose the intellectual
expressing outrage at the number of shots fired by police is
someone who also happens to have seen combat service in the marines
and has abundant experience with life and death confrontations
involving firearms. It almost seems as though Sowell would have to
say that this intellectual still cannot pass judgment on the police
who fired the shots because he was not present at the scene when
the shots were fired. Perhaps Sowell just assumes that, if the
intellectual knew anything about handguns, he would not be outraged
by the number of shots fired. Neither strikes me as a “reasonable”
conclusion.

Eighteenth century rationalism was based on
“clear and distinct ideas,” whose validity is self-evident because
they correspond to the real world objects they are representing.
Sowell’s “reason” seems to have been severed from reality so that
concepts are constructed out of thin air, rather than resulting
from an interpretive interaction of the mind and the world. He
allows for “hunches” or “notions” which seem to be a form of
intuition that is completely untrustworthy until they are
empirically validated. Presumably “reason” connotes the process of
validation, but this process involves empirical data; and Sowell’s
objections to justification “before the bar of reason” seem to
imply that reason is functioning without the necessary empirical
data. I am obviously unable to make complete sense of this. It
seems as though Sowell is saying that intellectuals invoke “reason”
as a rhetorical strategy without actually employing it.

Perhaps the suggestion that collective
decision-making is always based on inadequate knowledge should just
be viewed as an inevitable limitation in the human condition. As we
shall see much of what Sowell says about differing “visions”
supports this interpretation. Nothing said here, however, indicates
whether making collective decisions might be necessary in some
areas even if there can be no guarantee that those decisions will
be sound. Obviously individuals, even with “first-hand” knowledge,
are making decisions without access to all the conceivably relevant
knowledge. The military commander or the police officer must act on
the basis of his best judgment of the risks inherent in the
situation. I see no reason why collective decisions should not be
viewed and undertaken with the same attitude. We must look for some
other way to determine whether collective decision-making is a
viable form of regulation in a society.

Sowell uses this juncture to emphasize again
that he is not talking only about economic decisions.

 Central planners
are not the only elites whose special knowledge has proved less
effective in practice than the vastly greater amount of mundane
knowledge in the population at large, nor is the economic
marketplace the only place where the knowledge imbalance between
the elites and the masses can be the opposite of the way this
imbalance is perceived by the elites. If, as Oliver Wendell Holmes
said, the life of the law has not been logic, but experience, then
here too it is the millions – and especially the successive
generations of millions – who have vastly more knowledge in the
form of personal experience than do the relatively small circles of
experts in the law. This is not to say that experts have no role to
play, whether in the law or in other aspects of life. But the
nature of that role is very different when both elite expertise and
mass experience must be combined. [2.36]

Knowledge is here again being conceived as a
quantifiable thing with the implication that more knowledge is
better. Suppose the experts were dealing with some area where their
personal experience was basically the same as the vast majority of
the “masses?” Would the collated knowledge of the masses be
different in some essential way than the knowledge of the experts?
Or if something is “known,” is it the same “something” no matter
how many people share the knowledge?

More to the
point in this example is how the knowledge of the masses over the
generations is brought to bear on the law. It may help to view the
quote from Holmes in its context:

The object of this book is to present a general view
of the Common Law. To accomplish the task, other tools are needed
besides logic. It is something to show that the consistency of a
system requires a particular result, but it is not all. The life of
the law has not been logic: it has been experience. The felt
necessities of the time, the prevalent moral and political
theories, intuitions of public policy, avowed or unconscious, even
the prejudices which judges share with their fellowmen, have had a
good deal more to do than the syllogism in determining the rules by
which men should be governed. The law embodies the story of a
nation’s development through many centuries, and it cannot be dealt
with as if it contained only the axioms and corollaries of a book
of mathematics. In order to know what it is, we must know what it
has been, and what it tends to become. We must alternately consult
history and existing theories of legislation. But the most
difficult labor will be to understand the combination of the two
into new products at every stage. The substance of the law at any
given time pretty nearly corresponds, so far as it goes, with what
is then understood to be convenient; but its form and machinery,
and the degree to which it is able to work out desired results,
depend very much upon its past.

In Massachusetts today, while, on the one hand,
there are a great many rules which are quite sufficiently accounted
for by their manifest good sense, on the other, there are some
which can only be understood by reference to the infancy of
procedure among the German tribes, or to the social condition of
Rome under the Decemvirs.

I shall use the history of our law so far as it is
necessary to explain a conception or to interpret a rule, but no
further. In doing so there are two errors equally to be avoided
both by writer and reader. One is that of supposing, because an
idea seems very familiar and natural to us, that it has always been
so. Many things which we take for granted have had to be
laboriously fought out or thought out in past times. The other
mistake is the opposite one of asking too much of history. We start
with man full grown. It may be assumed that the earliest barbarian
whose practices are to be considered had a good many of the same
feelings and passions as ourselves. [2.37]

This sounds to me like a statement of fact
describing how the law has evolved over the years rather than a
statement of preference about how it should evolve. The fact that
laws exist which cannot be accounted for by their manifest good
sense is not intended as an indictment of such laws, but neither is
it necessarily an endorsement of their wisdom. It is simply an
acceptance of their role in the current legal structure of society.
Since they cannot be explained as part of a coherent system of
ideas, they must be explained by their historical roots. The fact
that a given law has deep historical roots probably is an
indication for Sowell that it is a wise law, since he tends to see
the evolution of society in terms of a spontaneous self-regulation
tending toward an optimum resolution of conflicting interests.
While this may seem like a strange variation on the idea that we
live in the best of all possible worlds, it can also be interpreted
simply as an admonition to use caution in tampering with the
underpinnings of society.

There are three mechanisms through which law
evolves: legislation, judicial interpretation and enforcement
policies. None of these strikes me as a spontaneous,
self-regulation comparable to Sowell’s idea of price fluctuation in
a free market. They seem to be forms of “collective
decision-making” and probably “surrogate” decision-making, except
in a case of a proposition on a ballot for the voters to decide
directly. If a judge decided a case by citing the “felt necessities
of the time, the prevalent moral and political theories, intuitions
of public policy, avowed or unconscious, even the prejudices which
judges share with their fellow-men,” I suspect Sowell would take
him to task for not basing his decision simply on the self-evident
meaning of the text of the law. The sheriff who decides
unilaterally to ignore the enforcement of certain laws may be
expressing the will of the people or he may be arbitrarily imposing
his ideas on society.

One might suggest that the evolution of common
law is some kind of spontaneous self-regulation of a society, but
the judges who set the precedents which accumulate to provide the
force of common law seem to me to be the epitome of an elite
deciding what is best for society at large, even if their decision
holds only for the territory of their jurisdiction. If anything a
tradition of common law as opposed to something like the Napoleonic
Code relies more on the judgment of individual members of the elite
who decide cases and set precedents.

If experience rather than reason is supposed to
be the basis for decision-making, how is the experience of
generations accessed?

One way is by
an intellectual interpreting the history and customs of his
society. Another way to look at it is to assume that anytime a
significant portion of a society is pushing for a change in the
laws it must mean that the accumulated wisdom of social customs is
evolving. If people start agitating to make interracial marriage or
homosexual relationships between consenting adults legal, then it
means that experience is teaching that society can evolve to
include these things. Presumably the most appropriate way to
incorporate this new wisdom into the legal system is by electing
legislators who will repeal the existing laws. What Sowell is
objecting to is the idea that a judge could establish a precedent
overruling the original law based on something other than a
legislative act, but I am not clear how his theory of reason or
knowledge clinches his case. He later devotes an entire chapter to
the pernicious influence of intellectuals on the law where he
comments once again on this quote from Holmes.

Laws must of course change as conditions change in
society but there is a fundamental difference between laws that
change by the electorate deciding to vote for officials who will
pass new legislation that will then become laws announced in
advance – versus laws changed individually by judges who inform
those standing before them in court how the judge’s new
interpretation applies to them.

Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’ famous statement,
“The life of the law has not been logic: it has been experience,”
was more than a judgment about history. It was part of his judicial
philosophy. In one of his U.S. Supreme Court opinions, he said:

Tradition and the habits of the community count for
more than logic…The plaintiff must wait until there is a change of
practice or at least an established consensus of civilized opinion
before it can expect this court to overthrow the rules that the
lawmakers and the court of his own State uphold.

 While relying
more on the evolved experience of generations, embodied in law, as
against the reasonings of intellectuals, Holmes did not deny that
some “great intellectuals” have made contributions to the
development of the law, “the greatest of which,” he added, “is
trifling when compared with the mighty whole.” But if the systemic
evolution of the law as conceived by Holmes has not been so much a
matter of intellect as of wisdom – a wisdom distilled from the
experiences of whole generations, rather than from the brilliance
or presumptions of an intellectual elite – then intellectuals who
seek more than a “trifling” role have little choice but to try to
create a very different kind of law, one more suited to their own
particular endowments or aspirations. [2.38]

The sense I get from the quotes from Holmes is
somewhat different from the sense I get of Sowell’s own view.
Holmes’ sense of the law seems much more value neutral than
Sowell’s. Holmes seems simply to be saying that the law reflects
the traditions and customs of the community even if the law does
not form a coherent system, and he does not seem to see it as
“wisdom” in any sense. It is simply the law. It is also not
immediately clear to me that Holmes completely rejects the idea
that a judge may be possess as good an understanding of the
“established consensus of civilized opinion” as a legislature. Even
if he himself was able to divorce his professional judgment from
his own convictions or values or prejudices, he acknowledged that
other judges often did not and that this was part of what shaped
the law.

Perhaps we can return to the argument against
judicial activism once we have a better grasp of the ideas of
knowledge, reason and wisdom underlying Sowell’s thought. It seems
at this point that “wisdom” is whatever set of laws, customs and
traditions shape a society at any given point in history. The
extent to which this wisdom can be made conscious through
articulation and whether the result could provide the basis for
policy decisions remains unclear to me.

The last point Sowell makes under the rubric of
“Reason and Justification” is a swipe at the wider intelligentsia
as represented by law school professors, journalists, teachers and
theologians:

The few with legal expertise can make court
decisions applying the laws that developed out of the experiences
of the many. But that is fundamentally different from creating or
changing the law to suit the notions of judges or the notions in
vogue among law school professors. Likewise, someone with the
special talents and skills to collect information and convey it to
the public through the media can be an indispensable part of the
functioning of a democratic society, but that is wholly different
from journalists taking on the role of filtering and slanting the
news to buttress conclusions reflecting notions common within
journalistic circles, as will be documented in Chapter 5.

The difference between the carrying out of
circumscribed roles and using those roles to exert power or
influence to try to shape wider social decisions also applies to
those teachers who are classroom indoctrinators or those religious
leaders promoting liberation theology, as well as generals who
displace civilian government with military coups. What the various
nonmilitary ambitious elites are doing is creating smaller and more
numerous coups, pre-empting social decisions that others have been
authorized to make, in order to acquire power or influence in
matters for which they have neither expertise nor, in many cases,
even simple competence. [2.39]

He is clearly just pushing some button to
announce what he will be discussing later, but he is building a
rather peculiar perspective on the role that the exchange of ideas
plays in the evolution of society. It almost sounds as though he
would prefer for all of the smart people to keep quiet so that the
unarticulated prejudices of ordinary folks can set the agenda for
the legislature. What is the difference between indoctrination in
the classroom based on traditional clichés about history and
indoctrination based on the ideas of scholars or intellectuals?
Sowell clearly expects society to change and one of the engines of
change is surely the ideas that begin with intellectuals and
gradually become generally accepted by the population. All of this
is still too vague to evaluate, but the equation of “more”
knowledge in some quantitative sense with “better” knowledge or
better understanding seems suspect to me.

Sowell’s next
sub-section in his discussion of the role of reason is headed “
‘One Day at a Time’ Rationalism.” It is a critique of
shortsightedness in the evaluation of policies, and his “classic”
example is a French intellectual’s response in 1938 to Hitler’s
demands regarding Czechoslovakia. Despite Sowell’s conviction that
“the handwriting was on the wall for anyone who wanted to read it,”
[2.40] I confess I find yet another invocation
of Nazi Germany in the 30s unconvincing in terms of his overall
case that intellectuals tend to view things in terms of whatever
timeframe best suits their pre-ordained conclusions.

He also cites those who advocate “forgiveness”
of loans to Third World countries as an example of the way in which
“intellectuals can define an issue in ways they find convenient,”
but his final example is the most peculiar and perhaps deliberately
provocative:

Hurricanes in Florida and wildfires in southern
California are likewise recurrent phenomena over the years but each
individual natural catastrophe is treated as an immediate and
discrete crisis, bringing not only government rescue efforts but
also vast amounts of taxpayers’ money to enable people who live in
these places to rebuild in the known path of these dangers.
[2.41]

He elaborates on this with the following
footnote:

An economist has estimated that the cost of
rebuilding New Orleans was enough to instead give every New Orleans
family of four $800,000, which they would be free to use to
relocate to some safer place. But the idea of not rebuilding
New Orleans has been seen as part of “the apparently heartless
reaction of many urban economists to the devastations of New
Orleans.” [2.42]

I am not sure how many regions in the US should
be evacuated using this logic. Presumably San Francisco should have
been abandoned after the 1906 earthquake. Certainly any population
living close to the San Andreas Fault should be relocated. How much
of the Southeast Coast should we abandon? Unfortunately, the damage
to New Orleans after Katrina was not simply due to a “predictable”
natural disaster; it was partially due to a failure to maintain the
levees in ways that were clearly known beforehand. A depressing
number of wildfires in southern California turn out to be the
result of arson or simple human carelessness. One brush fire
recently was started when a golfer attempting to hit his ball out
of the rough managed to have his iron strike a stone in a way that
caused sparks which ignited nearby brush. Where is it safe to
live?


 


Visions

In addition to his ideas about concentrated and
dispersed knowledge Sowell’s theory of knowledge involves an idea
of a vision. In analyzing the role of intellectuals in society he
presents the idea of a vision as primarily a social vision.

Intellectuals do not simply have a series of
isolated opinions on a variety of subjects. Behind those opinions
is usually some coherent over-arching conception of the world, a
social vision. Intellectuals are like other people in having
visions – some intuitive sense of how the world works, what causes
what. The vision around which most contemporary intellectuals tend
to coalesce has features that distinguish it from other visions
prevalent in other segments of society or among elites or masses in
earlier times.

While visions differ, a vision of some kind or other
underlies attempts to explain either physical or social phenomena,
whether by intellectuals or by others. Some visions are more
sweeping and dramatic than others, as well as differing in the
particular assumptions on which they are based, but all kinds of
thinking, whether formal or informal, must start somewhere with a
hunch, a suspicion, or an intuition of some sort – in short, with a
vision of causal connections. Systematically working out the
implications of that vision can produce a theory, which in turn can
be refined into specific hypotheses that can be tested against
empirical evidence. [3.1]

Obviously what we need to do is discover what
vision underlies Sowell’s own thought. One part of it is apparently
the idea that all thought is geared towards explanation in terms of
causal connections. Since this is not immediately obvious to me, I
need to see if Sowell’s discussion of visions clarifies it or
qualifies it in some way.

Sowell first
elaborated on his concept of visions in his 1987 book, A
Conflict of Visions: Ideological Origins of Political
Struggles, although he had been using the concept since he
first introduced it in a 1980 speech in honor of F.A. Hayek, “The
Road Back To Serfdom.” There is a brief description of the vision
of intellectuals in Knowledge and Decisions, but it is in
A Conflict of Visions that he first attempted a systematic
exploration of the idea and its implications.

A Conflict of Visions is divided into two
parts. In the first Sow-ell describes the characteristics of two
opposed visions and in the second he examines the implications of
each vision in terms of ideas about equality, power and justice. It
is presented as a study in the history of ideas, and the two
opposing visions are defined largely by reference to two
18th century thinkers and then traced through the
19th and 20th centuries to show how many
debates on many contemporary issues still can be analyzed in terms
of the two opposing visions. It can be analyzed and critiqued on
many levels. One reviewer has attempted to show that some of the
examples of contemporary thinkers do not really fit the mold as
Sowell claims. [3.2] I am more interested in the overall
conceptual scheme and ultimately in where Sowell himself fits into
his own scheme.

First of all Sowell makes it clear he is using
the term “vision” in a very particular way.

A vision, as the term is used here, is not a dream,
a hope, a prophecy, or a moral imperative, though any of these
things may ultimately derive from some particular vision. Here a
vision is a sense of causation. It is more like a hunch or a
“gut feeling” than it is like an exercise in logic or factual
verification. These things come later, and feed on the raw material
provided by the vision. If causation proceeds as our vision
conceives it to, then certain other consequences follow, and
theory is the working out of what those consequences are. Evidence
is fact that discriminates between one theory and another. Facts do
not “speak for themselves.” They speak for or against competing
theories. Facts divorced from theory or visions are mere isolated
curiosities. [3.3]

Since I tend to think of visions in
terms of “I have a dream…” or perhaps of Swedenborg’s conversations
with angels, my first reaction to Sowell’s use of “vision” was to
think of it as another term for “worldview.” I associate
“worldview” with Wilhelm Dilthey’s attempt to systematize the
underlying structure of human experience in different cultures, and
it quickly became clear that Sowell’s concept of vision is a much
more narrowly focused idea. For him a vision is a sense of
causation. I have the impression at times that his whole sense of
the way in which the human mind responds to its environment is
conceived in terms of the attempt to explain phenomena by
causation. Compare this to Dilthey’s description of a
Weltanschauung as “a creation of mind which includes
knowledge of the world, ideals, moral legislation and choice of
ultimate goals.” [3.4] Some sense or theory of causation is only a
part of a worldview, which is the structure of lived experience.
This is not the place to explicate Dilthey’s philosophy, but I do
confess that Sowell’s notion of vision as simply a vision of
causation from which everything else can be derived seems reductive
as an attempt to describe the relationship between the human mind
and the world. It is not at all clear to me how Sowell thinks
values can be derived from a sense of causation.

Values are vitally important. But the question
addressed here is whether they precede or follow from visions. The
conclusion that they are more likely to derive from visions than
visions from them is not merely the conclusion of this particular
analysis, but is further demonstrated by the actual behavior of
those with the power to control ideas throughout a society, whether
those authorities be secular or religious. [3.5]

The people to whom he is referring in
this context are the ministers of propaganda in a totalitarian
society and the religious authorities who condemned the ideas of
Copernicus and Galileo. He interprets both as being concerned with
facts and causation rather than values. He says values were
threatened because the vision on which they were based was
threatened. This strikes me as a circular argument interpreting the
behavior of authorities based on the idea that values derive from
visions of causation and then using that “fact” as demonstrative of
the priority of visions of causation. I balk at the example of
Copernicus or Galileo and the Church because it seems to me that
what was at stake was more the authority of the Church and of its
interpretation of Scripture than a debate between two alternative
hypotheses about the movement of the planets. Perhaps Sowell
conceives of religious belief entirely in terms of a belief in a
particular set of causal explanations for the world. I tend to see
religion as something other than causal explanation and if anything
I am inclined to interpret the cosmic “explanations” contained in
religious belief as metaphorical support for some other kind of
attitude towards life or the world.

Sowell does not give any specific examples here
of propaganda in totalitarian states but he says, “The thrust of
organized, systematic propaganda, especially in totalitarian
states, centers precisely on facts and causation as the pivots of
belief.” When I think of Nazi propaganda about the destiny of
Germany and the Aryan Race or the various forms of anti-Semitism,
it does not seem to me to be about causation. It strikes me more as
a bald expression of desire or as some interpretation of reality
that is more basic than cause and effect. Perhaps it can be seen as
a set of beliefs about how the infiltration of Semitic culture into
Aryan culture is the cause of any number of problems. Certainly
Stalinist propaganda explaining everything in terms of dialectical
materialism and the role of Russian in world history is basically a
vision of causation, but nonetheless I still have trouble seeing
how values in general derive from ideas about causation. If Semitic
culture was perceived as threat to the health of German culture,
then surely there are values at work in the interpretation of
Semitic and German cultures.

Sowell says at the outset that visions are not
mere emotional drives.

On the contrary, they have a remarkable logical
consistency, even if those devoted to these visions have seldom
investigated that logic. Nor are visions confined to zealots and
ideologues. We all have visions. They are the silent shapers of our
thoughts.

Visions may be moral, political, economic,
religious, or social. In these and other realms, we sacrifice for
our visions and sometimes, if need be, face ruin rather than betray
them. Where visions conflict irreconcilably, whole societies may be
torn apart. [3.6]

This is the kind of initial description that
made me think of vision as a worldview, something so integral to
the identity of an individual that it shapes his character or
personality as well as his ideas or beliefs. But how can a “moral
vision” be a vision of causation? The closest I can come to
understanding this is if one assumes that all morality is simply
social conditioning and everyone’s behavior is fully determined by
his conditioning. In this case the “moral vision” sees behavior in
terms of conditioning and all questions of value or ultimate goals
become meaningless. It would also mean that the experience of
“choice” is illusory, and I am reasonably certain this is not what
Sowell has in mind when he refers to a “moral vision.”

I assume a statement like “God is love” implies
a moral vision. It is an expression of a belief in what makes life
worthwhile or gives it meaning, but is says nothing about
“causation” in any way that would make sense to me. It does not
explain how acting out of love causes some effect that contributes
towards the achievement of some goal. It simply recommends acting
out of love as the way to live, even if the immediate results of
the action seem self-destructive or socially disruptive.

One of the points Sowell makes is that people
with the same values may nonetheless advocate different social
policies because they have different visions of causation.

Just as travelers seeking the same destination must
head in opposite directions if one believes it to be to the east
and the other believes it to be to the west, so those seeking “the
greatest good for the greatest number” (or any other similarly
general moral precept) must favor opposite kinds of societies if
opposite kinds of human beings are assumed to inhabit those
societies, leading to opposite kinds of social causation. Things
must work first before they can work to any given end, and
what will work depends on the nature of the entities involved and
their causal connections. [3.7]

I can see that any social policy requires an
understanding of social causation in order to succeed in achieving
its goals, but I do not see how the choice of goals is dependent
upon an understanding of causation except to the extent that goals
must be realistic. In other words an understanding of cause and
effect in social interactions may restrict the choice of goals, but
it does not determine the choice that must be made among the
realistically achievable options. The only way to evaluate whether
a social policy is working is to know the end it is supposed to
achieve. Where or how is the decision made as to what exactly
constitutes the “greatest good” that defines the goal? If the
vision entails an idea of the kind of human beings making up
society and the idea of social causation follows from the idea of
the kind of human being, it seems to me the interpretation of human
nature precedes the theory of causation. Moral values could be
derived from the interpretation of human nature as well rather than
from the theory of causation.

Part of what seems to be driving Sowell’s theory
is the hope that conflicts about social policy can be resolved by
appeal to evidence and logic and need not simply be attributed to
irresolvable conflicts in values.

 Labeling beliefs
“value premises” can readily become one more means by which
conclusions insulate themselves from confrontation with evidence or
logic. To say that a preference for “free speech” rights over
“property rights” is simply a “value preference” is to deny that it
rests on particular beliefs as to facts or causation, and to make
it simply an opaque preference, like that for plums over
tangerines. But if in fact the preference for free speech over
property rights results from assumptions as to the magnitude of
their respective benefits to society at large, and the extent to
which the less fortunate members of society are helped or made more
vulnerable by the two kinds of rights, then it is not simply an
opaque “value premise.” With exactly the same preferences for
helping the many rather than the few, and for protecting the
vulnerable more so than those able to protect themselves, one would
annihilate the preference for free speech over property rights if
one’s vision of social causation made property rights extremely
beneficial to people who own no property (as in Hayek’s
vision, for example). It is precisely the correctness or
incorrectness of particular beliefs about social causation that
requires scrutiny – a scrutiny arbitrarily barred by the phrase
“value premises.” [3.8]

It seems to me that Sowell is conflating two
different aspects of the evaluation of a social policy. Obviously
any policy with clearly stated goals must be evaluated in terms of
how efficiently it actually achieves those goals. This does not
imply, however, that there may not be disagreement about the goals.
Even the example he uses involves evaluation of the “magnitude” of
the benefits to society of a given policy. I am not sure that there
is a universally accepted means for measuring the magnitude of a
benefit. The units of measure are surely going to involve “values.”
Even in Sowell’s own terms of “trade-offs” and “costs” any attempt
to compare the effectiveness of two policies will surely rely on
some set of priorities I would label “values.”

One of the problems I see in any attempt to use
an economic model for all social interactions is a tendency to
equate “value” with “price” just as the term “goods” seems
sometimes to refer ambiguously to both commodities and values or
preferences. At the base of Sowell’s theory of the free market are
the individual preferences that drive consumer decisions and
generate the diffused knowledge represented by prices. The optimal
compromise theoretically produced by a free market represents the
maximum possible satisfaction of individual preferences. For Sowell
these individual preferences are probably “opaque” though they may
not all seem as trivial as a preference for plums or tangerines.
The fact that these individual preferences may be created or
manipulated by advertising and propaganda represents a kind of
feedback loop in the economic model that Sowell seems to ignore. It
may even be that individual preferences in many areas can be shaped
by rational public debate by intellectuals. Sowell certainly has
plenty to say about the pernicious influence of intellectuals on
public policy, though he tends to attribute that influence to the
rhetorical strategies or irrational, emotional appeals made by
intellectuals out of their own self-interest.

Typically Sowell leaps over the hurdle posed by
“value premises” to move on immediately to the issue of how their
invocation can be a means of evading any test of logic or empirical
evidence. Again I sense a kind of circularity in which the
assumption that values derive from a theory of causation is used to
discredit any attempt to base an objection to a policy on values
rather than facts. Perhaps a better understanding of what he means
by a vision will break the circle. One of the components of a
social vision is an assumption of the kind of human being
inhabiting the society.

Sowell characterizes the two opposing visions
underlying much of current political debate in terms of different
assumptions about the nature of man, the nature of knowledge and
reason and the nature of social processes. He labels the two
visions the constrained vision and the unconstrained vision. He
also refers to the constrained vision as the tragic vision and in a
later book the unconstrained vision becomes the vision of the
anointed. While the title of his subsequent book, The Vision of
the Anointed: Self-Congratulation as a basis for Social Policy,
makes clear where his own sympathies lie, the initial
characterization of the two visions is presented as a neutral study
in the history of ideas.

 He chooses as his
primary exemplars of the opposed visions two 18th
century thinkers: Adam Smith for the constrained vision and William
Godwin for the unconstrained vision. He traces the constrained
vision from Smith to Thomas Malthus, Edmund Burke, Alexander
Hamilton, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Friedrich Hayek and Milton
Friedman. He illustrates the unconstrained vision with references
to Condorcet, Rousseau, Thomas Paine, Robert Owen, John Stuart
Mill, George Bernard Shaw, Harold Laski, Thorstein Veblen, John
Maynard Keynes, and Ronald Dworkin. He also allows for hybrids
combining elements of the two extremes, including Karl Marx.

While I shall not attempt to evaluate
how well the views of all these thinkers fit into Sowell’s schema,
I do feel compelled to comment on the choice of William Godwin as
the starting point for his characterization of the unconstrained
vision. I confess that I was not familiar with either Godwin’s
literary work or his political thought. I gather he was a utopian
anarchist, and as such I am sure he represents an extreme end of
some kind of political spectrum. Sowell justifies the choice by the
fact that Godwin was more or less contemporary with Smith, being
born 33 years after Smith, and that his views clearly represent an
opposing vision. The question in my mind is whether the choice of
Godwin in any way tends to make the unconstrained vision something
of a straw man. From the perspective of the 21st century
Godwin’s hopes for the evolution of man’s moral and rational
capacities seem more akin to a religious faith than a political
philosophy, a vision more in the sense of a dream or prophecy than
a sense of causation.

The primary feature of Godwin’s thought that
Sowell latches onto is his conviction of the perfectibility of
human nature. This is initially the main distinction between the
constrained and unconstrained visions. The constrained vision
assumes man has a fixed nature, which is flawed and imperfect. The
unconstrained vision assumes human nature is evolving and capable
of approaching, if not achieving, perfection. As we shall see this
distinction eventually gives way to an even more basic distinction,
but it is his starting point and it is easy to see how many of the
other characteristics of each vision can be derived from this basic
assumption about human nature.

Part of man’s imperfection in the constrained
vision is the fact that he is self-centered or acts out of
self-interest rather than any sort of public-spirited concern for
the common good. There will always be a tendency towards evil in
human behavior and the best that society can do is establish
various kinds of constraints on individual behavior to minimize the
evil that men do to each other. These constraints may be laws,
which punish, or social customs, which create peer pressure via
shame or infamy.

The unconstrained vision operates from the
assumption that society can nourish the education and evolution of
its citizens, and one byproduct of this is the idea that some
citizens are more enlightened or evolved than others and as such
should be leaders who modify society’s institutions to promote
progress and the enlightenment of all. Much of what Sowell writes
seems to be an indignant reaction to the idea that anyone could
think he or she is more enlightened or evolved or superior in any
way that would justify imposing his or her ideas about how people
should live on others. He even occasionally refers sarcastically to
such people as our “betters” and routinely labels them “the
anointed.”

Sowell offers several other characteristic ways
in which the constrained and unconstrained visions differ. In
The Vision of the Anointed he offers a table comparing the
two visions, calling the constrained vision the “tragic vision” and
the unconstrained vision the “vision of the anointed.”
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The distinction in terms of capability is not
just limited to moral self-interest as opposed to concern for the
common good. The issues really boils down to whether human nature
is fixed or malleable and whether the progress of civilization
involves some alteration or progress in human nature itself or is
just a matter of increasing mastery over the natural environment.
It is also a matter of realizing the limitations of knowledge and
reason as opposed to a belief in the power of reason to transform
both human nature and society.

The distinction in terms of social possibilities
is really a matter of focus. The constrained vision always views
social policy in terms of trade-offs or costs, while the
unconstrained vision tends to focus on the possibility of ultimate
solutions. This is one of the areas in which the utopian strain of
the unconstrained vision is predominant, but Sowell seems to feel
that utopian tendencies cause policy makers to ignore costs or
trade-offs and focus only on achieving a desired goal.

The difference between systemic and deliberate
social causation refers to the tendency of the unconstrained vision
to think in terms of social engineering, which establishes goals
and seeks policies to implement those goals by intervening in
social interactions. The unconstrained vision thinks more in terms
of society as a self-regulating system in which stability is
produced by the overall balance of the behavior of self-interested
individuals. The obvious model for this is the theory of a free
market economy.

The difference in the idea of freedom associated
with each type of vision parallels the sense of causation and the
roles played by laws or government. The constrained vision is
concerned with achieving stability and progress with the minimum
limitation on individual freedom of action while the unconstrained
vision thinks more in terms of “freedom to” rather than “freedom
from.” For the unconstrained vision freedom from restriction is
meaningless in the absence of opportunity to actually achieve one’s
individual goals, and social policy is designed to maximize
opportunity.

The distinction between justice that is
concerned with process and justice that is concerned with results
is a recurring and somewhat elusive theme in Sowell. His basic
analogy is a foot race that is always run according to the same
rules without regard to who wins or even whether the same racer
wins every time.

In terms of knowledge the unconstrained vision
thinks in terms of reason and articulated knowledge while the
constrained vision is more likely to rely on unarticulated
knowledge embodied in the experiences of individuals and in the
habits and customs of society as described in the previous
chapter.

The difference attitudes towards specialization
is just an indication that the unconstrained vision requires some
elite to have a very broad base of knowledge in order to establish
enlightened social policy. It is clear that Sowell thinks no one
can have a sufficiently broad range of knowledge to formulate
social policy that will achieve better results than the stable
results the society would achieve without intervention. One of the
problems he sees is that specialists who may have legitimate
knowledge within a narrow range tend to assume that their highly
specialized knowledge entitles them to formulate broad policies
beyond the range of their expertise.

The type of motivation emphasized by each vision
reflects its conception of human nature. The constrained vision
assumes individuals act out of self-interest and that behavior is
determined by incentives and constraints. The unconstrained vision
tends to assume that the individual can act out of something other
than self-interest and values behavior motivated by concern for the
common good.

The importance of “process costs” is another
relatively elusive theme in Sowell, although his initial examples
seem clear enough:

 Ideals are
weighed against the cost of achieving them, in the constrained
vision, but in the unconstrained vision every closer approximation
to the ideal should be preferred. Costs are regrettable, but by no
means decisive. Thomas Jefferson’s reply to those who turned
against the French Revolution, because of the innocent people it
had killed, exemplified this point:

My own affections have been deeply wounded by some
of the martyrs to this cause, but rather than it should have
failed, I would have seen half the earth desolated.

Belief in the irrelevance of process costs in the
pursuit of social justice could hardly have been expressed more
clearly or categorically. Yet, in the end, Jefferson too turned
against the French Revolution, as its human cost increased beyond
what he could continue to accept. Jefferson was not completely or
irrevocably committed to the unconstrained vision.

 The relative
importance of process costs has continued, over the centuries, to
distinguish the constrained and the unconstrained visions. Modern
defenders of legal technicalities which allow criminals to escape
punishment who declare, “That is the price we pay for freedom,” or
defenders of revolutions who say, “You can’t make omelettes without
breaking eggs,” are contemporary exemplars of an unconstrained
vision which has historically treated process costs as secondary.
At the other end of the spectrum are those who in essence repeat
Adam Smith’s view of process costs:“ The peace and order of society
is more important than even the relief of the miserable.”
[3.9]

The difference in the decision-making mechanism
preferred is implied by the type of social causation preferred as
well as the ideas about knowledge, and the idea that the
unconstrained vision prefers “categorical decisions” as opposed to
the “incremental decisions” preferred by the constrained vision is
another indication of the utopian roots of the unconstrained
vision.

Each of these characteristics is descriptive of
the constrained or unconstrained vision, but Sowell recognizes that
there may be hybrid or partial versions of each type of vision and
says that the only definitive indication of each vision is an
operational definition in terms of the kind of social policy
advocated. Ultimately for Sowell it boils down to whether one
prefers surrogate decisions or systemic decisions. Surrogate
decisions may be made by democratically elected representatives and
still be surrogate decisions. Systemic decisions are not made by
individual or groups attempting to alter social interactions but
are represented by the stable states achieved as the result of
individual decisions made within a legal framework designed simply
to maximize the freedom of individual choice and to limit the
extent to which one individual may damage or infringe on another’s
ability to make his own decisions.

In short, the two key criteria for distinguishing
constrained and unconstrained visions are 1) the locus of
discretion, and 2) the mode of discretion. Social decisions remain
social decisions in either vision, but the discretion from which
they derive is exercised quite differently. Social decisions are
deliberately made by surrogates on explicitly rationalistic
grounds, for the common good, in the unconstrained vision. Social
decisions evolve systemically from the interactions of individual
discretion, exercised for individual benefit, in the constrained
vision – serving the common good only as an individually unintended
consequence of the characteristics of systemic processes such as a
competitive market economy. [3.10]

It might seem from this operational
definition that someone who advocated an absolute monarchy would be
expressing an unconstrained vision, but Thomas Hobbes is someone
whom Sowell cites as an especially clear example of the constrained
vision because of his view that “the armed power of political
institutions was all that prevented the war of each against all
that would otherwise exist among men in their natural state, where
life would be ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short.’”
[3.11] Hobbes, who preceded Adam Smith by almost
150 years, is an interesting example in that he did attempt to
derive his political theory from a mechanistic theory of causation,
but he can hardly be construed as having any faith in human society
as a self-regulating system conducive to the optimal compromise in
the satisfaction of individual desires. His only hope was in having
every individual cede all authority to a monarch, who could then
keep everyone in line. His vision of the social contract
theoretically underlying the authority of the monarch is surely the
most extreme version of surrogate decision-making, although it
could be argued that the monarch’s decisions are rarely made on
“explicitly rational grounds” unless the absolute monarch happens
to be a philosopher-king. Hobbes presumably did not have the
advantage of experience with a free market economy and was writing
more in response to a civil war. His view of society is also
hierarchical or organic based on an analogy with a giant creature
in a way that does not seem to square with the more libertarian
aspects of the constrained vision.

Sowell is careful to say that the constrained
and unconstrained visions do not line up neatly with conservative
versus liberal or right versus left political agendas. He also says
that fascism does not qualify for the unconstrained vision.

Although modes of discretion are related to the
locus of discretion, they are distinct considerations. Fascism, for
example, heavily emphasizes surrogate decision-making but is not an
unconstrained vision, because neither the mode of decision-making
nor the mode of choosing the leader is articulated rationality. It
is not merely that non-fascists find fascism non-rational, but that
fascism’s own creed justifies decisive emotional ties (nationalism,
race) and the use of violence as political driving forces. It is
only when both the locus of discretion and the mode of discretion
consistently reflect the underlying assumptions of either the
constrained or unconstrained vision that a given philosophy can be
unambiguously placed under either rubric. [3.12]

He goes on to
say that Marxism involves a hybrid vision in which the past is
viewed in constrained terms but the future is viewed in
unconstrained terms, but for all practical purposes it is an
unconstrained vision.

Marx was not inconsistent in using the concepts of
the constrained vision for his analysis of the past and the
concepts of the unconstrained vision for criticizing the present in
comparison with the future he envisioned. His overall theory of
history was precisely that constraints lessened over time, with the
advancement of science and technology, and that social changes
followed in their wake. As a system of contemporary political
advocacy, it is an unconstrained vision – a theory that the ills of
our time are due to a wrong set of institutions, and that surrogate
decision-makers, making collective choices with specifically
articulated rationality, are the proper locus and mode of
discretion for the future. [3.13]

Another hybrid vision is Utilitarianism
as represented by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. Sowell
describes Bentham as a kind of mixed bag.

The constrained aspect of the utilitarian vision
consists of man’s inherent moral limitations and the consequent
need to rely on better incentives rather than better
dispositions, in order to reconcile individual desires with
social requirements. Bentham’s own efforts were directed toward
creating schemes of incentives, to be enforced by government, whose
function was “to promote the happiness of the society, by punishing
and rewarding.” This reliance on surrogate decision-makers,
however, seems to place Bentham’s utilitarianism operationally in
the category of the unconstrained vision, particularly since the
mode of discretion was severely rationalistic. [3.14]

He acknowledges that Bentham did favor a
laissez-faire approach to economics but concludes that
Bentham “was not consistently in the tradition of either the
constrained or the unconstrained vision. Similarly with John Stuart
Mill he sees elements of both types of vision and concludes that,
while much of his rhetoric was that of the unconstrained vision,
“his provisos from the constrained vision make the classification
of his overall position ambiguous.” [3.15]

If Marxism, Fascism, and Utilitarianism can not
be unambiguously characterized as one or the other of the dichotomy
of visions Sowell has set up and if the dichotomy does not
correspond to the a difference between left and right or liberal
and conservative, I begin to question the usefulness of the
conceptual scheme.

At the outset Sowell claims that the concept of
a vision will help explain why the same people line up on opposite
sides of different political issues even though the “issues
themselves may have no intrinsic connection with each other.”
[3.16] After listing some of the ways in which a
vision can shape different aspects of someone’s thought, Sowell
introduces his dichotomy with the admission that it is an
abstraction that necessarily oversimplifies.

Rather than attempt the impossible task of following
all these ramifications in each of the myriad social visions, the
discussion here will group these visions into two broad categories
– the constrained vision and the unconstrained vision. These will
be abstractions of convenience, recognizing that there are degrees
in both visions, that a continuum has been dichotomized, that in
the real world there are often elements of each inconsistently
grafted on to the other, and innumerable combinations and
permutations. With all these caveats, it is now possible to turn to
an outline of the two visions, and specifics on the nature of man,
the nature of knowledge, and the nature of social processes, as
seen in constrained and unconstrained visions. [3.17]

Despite the caveats most of Sowell’s analysis
conveys the impression that the dichotomy between the constrained
and the unconstrained vision defines a spectrum of visions which
encompass most if not all of the myriad visions behind contemporary
political debate. Initially he claims that every individual’s
thought is shaped by an overarching vision which has its own logic
and consistency, but eventually he seems forced to concede that
some visions may incorporate inconsistent elements or not lie
neatly within a spectrum of degrees of constraint. Sowell seems
fond of the metaphor of a spectrum as the basis for a conceptual
scheme. I suspect that his graphic metaphor requires at least one
more dimension if it is going to encompass all the visions
informing contemporary political views. Not all the visions lie on
his axis from constrained to unconstrained.

What is, ultimately, the purpose of his
conceptual scheme?

The analysis here is not intended to reconcile
visions or determine their validity, but to understand what they
are about, and what role they play in political, economical, and
social struggles. The question is not what particular policy or
social system is best but rather what is implicitly assumed
in advocating one policy or social system over another.
[3.18]

Ultimately, of course, the question is
what policy or social system is best, but the reason I was
attracted to Sowell was precisely this desire to understand the
implicit assumptions behind arguments in political debate. It makes
sense to me to attempt to ferret out and articulate the vision or
worldview underlying a political stance, although I balk at
restricting the vision to an idea of causation. Much of Sowell’s
analysis is helpful and illuminating in this regard, but his effort
to assign unique significance to the view of social processes in
terms of the locus and mode of discretion seems somewhat forced to
me. I am inclined to see it as more revealing of Sowell’s own
vision than as the fundamental criterion for categorizing different
visions.

At one point
in reading Sowell I was reminded of an essay, “The Yogi and the
Commissar,” by Arthur Koestler, who shared Sowell’s fondness for a
spectrum.

I like to imagine an instrument which would enable
us to break up patterns of social behaviour as the physicist breaks
up a beam of rays. Looking through this sociological spectroscope
we would see spread out under the diffraction grating the
rainbow-coloured spectrum of all possible human attitudes to life.
The whole distressing muddle would become neat, clear and
comprehensive.

On the one end of the spectrum, obviously on the
infra-red end, we would see the Commissar. The Commissar believes
in Change from Without. He believes that all the pests of humanity,
including constipation and the Oedipus complex, can and will be
cured by Revolution, that is, by a radical reorganization of the
system of production and distribution of goods; that this end
justifies the use of all means, including violence, ruse, treachery
and poison; that logical reasoning is an unfailing compass and the
Universe a kind of very large clockwork in which a very large
number of electrons once set in motion will forever revolve in
their predictable orbits; and that whosoever believes in anything
else is an escapist. This end of the spectrum has the lowest
frequency of vibrations and is, in a way, the coarsest component of
the beam; but it conveys the maximum amount of heat.

On the other end of the spectrum, where the waves
become so short and of such high frequency that they eye no longer
sees them, colourless, warmthless but all penetrating, crouches the
Yogi, melting away in the ultra-violet. He has no objection to
calling the universe a clockwork, but he thinks that it could be
called, with about the same amount of truth, a musical-box or a
fishpond. He believes that the End is unpredictable and that the
Means alone count. He rejects violence under any circumstances. He
believes that logical reasoning gradually loses its compass value
as the mind approaches the magnetic pole of Truth or the Absolute,
which alone matters. He believes that nothing can be improved by
exterior organization and everything by the individual effort from
within; and that whosoever believes anything else is an escapist.
[3.19]

Koestler’s
dichotomy of change from without versus change from within is one
that, once planted in my brain almost 50 years ago, has festered
and provoked without relief. I doubt the same will be true for me
with Sowell’s dichotomy, but that is not to say it does not offer
some illumination or help in understanding at least where Sowell is
coming from. Questioning the primacy of one way in which visions
differ need not mean that there is no validity to that distinction.
Perhaps it is worth examining the differences Sowell sees in
visions not as a means of positioning them on a single axis from
constrained to unconstrained but simply to illuminate how visions
can differ and how they can shape political agendas.

Clearly how one conceives the nature
of man will have profound influence on what kind of social
structure and interactions one thinks are most conducive to man’s
flourishing, and the question of whether man’s nature is fixed or
malleable is a fundamental question. The problem with the dichotomy
may be that it fails to distinguish between the process of
education in the individual and the overall alteration of man’s
nature as a part of some larger historical or cosmic evolutionary
process. Choosing Godwin’s utopian anarchism as the epitome of the
unconstrained vision may skew the perspective by implying that the
opposite of the constrained vision requires a vision of the
evolution of the species towards a greater enlightenment possessed
by all. I suspect that the vision underlying many liberal agendas
does not involve any belief in a grand evolution of the species but
rather rests on a belief in the power of education to bring out the
best in human nature. Sowell’s description of the unconstrained
vision seems to imply an inherent tendency to adopt the attitude of
Koestler’s Commissar. Sowell may subscribe to a slippery-slope
theory derived from Hayek’s Road To Serfdom, in which any
surrogate decision-making represents an irrevocable step towards
totalitarianism, but surely this is part of one type of vision,
which should not determine the basic relationships between all
visions. Most liberals would reject the Commissar’s
ends-justify-the-means attitude as strongly as Sowell.

Sowell himself believes in some form of progress
in civilization. Science and technology have made possible
improvements in the standard of living and perhaps improvements in
the basic structure of society. Even when he emphasizes the way in
which social customs and tradition embody the accumulated wisdom of
centuries, he still acknowledges the inevitability of change.
Slavery is no longer an acceptable institution, presumably because
the development of technology has made it unnecessary. No change in
human nature was required.

Sowell also acknowledges that the environment in
which one grows up may be the determining factor in one’s moral
character or personality. The difference between a criminal and a
do-gooder is not a difference in his basic human nature, but
presumably a difference in the experiences that shaped his outlook
and perhaps shaped the way in which he responds to (or even
perceives?) incentives. Perhaps the do-gooder is subject to more
internalized peer pressure to behave in a certain way in order to
maintain his self-respect and the respect of others in his
community.

So what would be involved in the alteration of
human nature that is part of the unconstrained vision? Does the
person today, who lives in a completely synthetic environment and
has access to human creations going back several thousand years and
connects to others like him electronically, have an essentially
different “human nature” from a caveman or even an ancient Greek?
What would it really mean for human nature to change? There are
some religions which claim it is possible to transform a person so
radically that he becomes a different kind of being. There are also
some utopian communities which have managed to flourish for a while
given sufficient isolation from the rest of modern civilization.
The utopian vision seems to believe that social institutions and
customs can be cultivated which result in the education of each
individual to be a do-gooder. Sowell would probably say this is
unrealistic, but surely the only way to know whether it is
unrealistic is to try it and see if it succeeds. Sowell would
probably agree that empirical evidence could show whether proper
educational policies can reduce the proportion of criminals in the
next generation, but how would he decide whether the costs of such
policies were too great to justify the experiment? One thing Sowell
might say is that social customs and habits have a much greater
influence on the development of the young than formal education,
and such customs and habits cannot be altered via social
engineering. Certainly attempts by propaganda ministries in
communist countries to overcome “bourgeois consciousness” can seem
ludicrously clumsy and dangerously suspect to a Western observer.
Perhaps a savvy marketing or advertising executive would understand
that they are simply crude. Sowell can and does argue that attempts
by welfare programs to change environmental factors so that there
is less incentive to become a criminal have failed, but does that
mean none can possibly succeed?

The issue is not really whether human beings can
become angels, but whether we have any influence over the moral
character of the children growing up in our midst. It may be too
late to reform the hardened criminal (That is a separate debate.),
but is there anything that can be done collectively to provide
support for the caretakers and educators of the young? The
difference between the constrained and unconstrained vision now
seems to be less an issue of changing human nature than of whether
we collectively have any control over our own destiny. Sowell
presents the constrained vision as though it would rely totally on
letting customs and habits run their course. Perhaps we can see
more clearly the connection between the view of human nature and
the significance of the locus and mode of discretion or the ideas
about causation at least as they touch on the formation of moral
character, although what we are seeing is really no longer a
difference in the view of human nature. Both visions assume it is
possible to educate an individual. They perhaps differ in their
assessment of how effective any deliberate collective component of
that education can be.

Sowell may object that education of an
individual to the point where he acts out of concern for the common
good is tantamount to changing his human nature, since
self-interested behavior seems to be a definition of human nature
in the constrained vision. He might also argue that acting out of
concern for the common good is impossible because an individual can
never know the consequences of his action sufficiently to know
whether they will benefit society at large. Whether an individual
can actually know the benefits that will accrue to him by acting in
his supposed “self-interest” may be equally debatable, however.

If human nature essentially involves
self-interest, then the constrained vision is faced with explaining
why humans frequently act in ways that only make sense if they are
interpreted as compassionate, self-sacrificing or simply generous
or kind. By the same token the utopian who believes human nature is
essentially cooperative or loving must explain why people so often
do despicable and evil things. Any conception of human nature
encompassing both possibilities presumably is complex enough to
include some indication of what causes an individual to be good or
evil. It may help to explore the constrained vision from this
perspective.

The constrained vision of human nature is that
man is essentially self-interested and his behavior is determined
by the incentives and constraints presented to him in his social
interactions. Ideally these incentives and constraints are the
result of customs and traditions that have evolved over the
centuries in a trial and error process that has enabled larger
societies to stabilize and prosper. Some of these customs may have
been explicitly expressed in laws providing an infrastructure for
social interactions, but many are also simply passed down as
customs and moral codes. The incentives and constraints include
psychological components as well as economic or physical ones.
Status, reputation, shame, humiliation, etc. are all forms of
incentives and constraints that insure individual behavior will not
be detrimental to the social fabric. Governments arise because of
the need for physical constraints – the threat of fines, punishment
and/or imprisonment or even death is required to deal with the
extreme instances of anti-social self-interested behavior.

Unfortunately government itself provides an
opportunity for individual self-aggrandizement, so the constrained
vision of human nature requires a form of government which is
itself subject to restraints or external regulation. Internal
checks and balances and frequent elections are well known means for
providing that regulation.

Another function of government is to provide for
defense against foreign enemies. I gather this is where Sowell
parts company with some strict libertarians in that he is an
advocate of a strong military as a deterrent to foreign aggression.
In order to finance both military defense and domestic law
enforcement some form of revenue is necessary for the government,
i.e. taxation of some sort. All this is well and good as a
justification for the absolute minimum in government. The question
is whether it is sufficient or, more to the point, what in the
constrained vision of human nature argues against any attempt to
have the government do anything more than this absolute minimum. A
parallel issue is the why the evolved customs or traditions are
more trustworthy than the dictates of reason.

The constrained vision involves the idea that
human knowledge is limited. Any vision of human nature except the
most delusional will involve an acknowledgement of the limits of
human knowledge and understanding. The issue is a matter of degree,
and the constrained vision is presented largely as a rejection of
the Enlightenment project of founding authority on reason rather
than dogma or tradition.

 [T]hose with
the tragic vision have long questioned whether anyone – themselves
included – knows enough to engage in sweeping social and political
experiments. “We cannot change the Nature of things and of men,”
Edmund Burke said, “but must act upon them the best we can.” Adam
Smith took a very similar position, while seeing the more general
issue as a conflict of visions between the doctrinaire with an
“ideal plan of government” who “seems to imagine that he can
arrange the different members of a great society with as much ease
as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chess-board” and
the modest reformer who will adjust his policies to “the confirmed
habits and prejudices of the people” and who, when he “cannot
establish the right,” will “not disdain to ameliorate the wrong.”
Those with the tragic vision might share the desire for social
betterment without sharing the assumptions as to how much knowledge
and control of social ramifications exist. A succinct summary of
the tragic vision was given by historians Will and Ariel
Durant:

Out of every hundred new ideas ninety-nine or more
will probably be inferior to the traditional responses which they
propose to replace. No one man, however brilliant or well-informed,
can come in one lifetime to such fullness of understanding as to
safely judge and dismiss the customs and institutions of his
society, for these are the wisdom of generations after centuries of
experiment in the laboratory of history. [3.20] While I am
not convinced that Will Durant would fit neatly into the box of the
constrained vision, I am perfectly happy to take his words as an
expression of Sowell’s vision of the value of tradition and the
limits of knowledge. It is also important to acknowledge as Sowell
does here that there are no grounds for assuming that the
constrained vision is inherently callous or uncaring.

Probably because I grew up in Birmingham,
Alabama, during the 40s and 50s, I am inclined to be a bit
skeptical about the wisdom of social customs or inherited
traditions. In one sense this is simply an indication that
inherited traditions are not necessarily consistent or that
conflicting traditions may be found in the same place and time.
Nonetheless I grew up in a society in which “the confirmed habits
and prejudices of the people” included institutionalized racism,
and there is no doubt in my mind that the federal interventions
which altered those institutions and contributed to the gradual
discrediting of racism in general public opinion was a good thing
and a necessary thing.

Perhaps a constrained visionary could argue that
the habits and prejudices of Southerners would have evolved over
the next 50 to 75 years so that they became more in sync with the
rest of the rest of America. The trade-off presumably would be two
or three more generations of black citizens being subjected to
humiliating racism as opposed to two or three more generations of
“white” citizens being unable to bask in their sense of inherent
superiority and privilege. How does one evaluate such a trade-off
without recourse to some set of moral standards other than the
prevailing customs at any given time? Even my own description of
the trade-off obviously involves a rhetorical appeal to an implicit
moral judgment.

Does the constrained vision imply that current
customs and traditions represent the best that can be achieved at a
particular point in history? Were the Jim Crow segregation policies
the best possible outcome of Reconstruction? Was Nazi Germany
simply a failed social experiment that grew out of the customs and
traditions of Germany during the “laboratory of history” following
the First World War? Racism and anti-Semitism are traditions with
very deep roots in Western culture, but few people today would
really want to say that they ever represented the “wisdom of
generations.” It almost seems as though the constrained vision
allows no room for critical thought.

One issue I have with the idea of custom and
tradition is the question of why the valuation of intellect and
reason is not viewed as a tradition in Western culture, going back
not just to the Enlightenment but to its origins in Greek
civilization. The custom of questioning contemporary customs and
social institutions and seeking a rational justification for them
is at least 2300 years old.It is a tradition which some might say
is unique to Western civilization and which is connected to the
development of science and technology. What is really at stake when
“articulated rationality” is devalued in favor of unarticulated
knowledge embodied in customs, habits and institutions?

It is hard to know which is primary in Sowell’s
thought, his attitude towards the role of intellectuals in our
society or his view of society as an “evolved complex order” which
functions best without deliberate intervention or interference. One
thing is absolutely clear as I follow the development of this
theory about visions through the thirty years between the
publication of Knowledge and Decisions and Intellectuals
and Society. Sowell’s own sympathies lie with the constrained
or tragic vision even though he might quibble about how much his
own views conform to the pure version of the constrained vision.
His criticism of the role of intellectuals is completely tied to
his interpretation of the vision underlying their ideas as an
unconstrained vision, and his reference to it as the vision of the
anointed reveals his own attitude towards it as well as indicating
the way in which he feels the vision inherently includes a
presumption of superiority.

The revealed preferences of the intelligentsia –
whether the specific subject is crime, economics or other things –
is not only to be conspicuously different from society at large but
also, and almost axiomatically, superior to society, either
intellectually or morally or both. Their vision of the world is not
only a vision of causation in the world as it exists and a vision
of what the world ought to be like, it is also a vision of
themselves as a self-anointed vanguard, leading toward that
better world. [3.21]

While the charge of hubris or presumption may
present itself as simply the logical conclusion of an analysis that
reveals that no one could possibly know enough to formulate
policies to improve the functioning of society, there is a tone to
his rhetoric reminiscent of the challenge, “Who do you think you
are?” and I am tempted to think that his feelings about
intellectuals precede his justification of them by an analysis of
social processes. This may be simply because I find it hard to
accept his view of society as a system evolving under the direction
of something similar to the invisible hand of laissez-faire
economic theory.

In describing the constrained vision of social
processes Sowell invokes a comparison to language as “perhaps the
purest example of an evolved social process” and “a model for
social processes in legal, economic, political, and other systems,
as viewed within the constrained vision.” [3.22]

 The constrained
vision is not a static vision of the social process, nor a view
that the status quo should not be altered. On the contrary, its
central principle is evolution. Language does not remain unchanged,
but neither is it replaced according to a new master plan. A given
language may evolve over the centuries to something almost wholly
different, but as a result of incremental changes, successively
validated by the usage of the many rather than the planning of the
few. In politics as well, evolution is the keynote of the
constrained vision. Burke declared: “A state without the means of
some change is without they means of its conservation.” Yet he
would not subject whole political systems to “the mercy of untried
speculations.” Individual brilliance was no substitute for
pragmatic adjustments, even by people of less brilliance:

I have never yet seen any plan which has not been
mended by the observations of those who were much inferior in
understanding to the person who took the lead in the business. By a
slow but well-sustained progress, the effect of each step is
watched; the good or ill success of the first gives light to us in
the second; and so, from light to light, we are conducted safely
through the whole series.

 The same basic
view has been expressed in the twentieth century by F.A. Hayek:

Tradition is not something constant but the product
of a process of selection guided not by reason but by success.

 The Hayekian view is even further removed from
deliberate design than that of Burke, since Hayek incorporates a
“survival of the fittest” culture-selection process which depends
upon survival in competition with other social systems rather than
simply on the basis of pragmatic individual judgments of success.
The intervening influence of Darwin between these two exponents of
the constrained vision is apparent. It is not, however, a theory of
the survival of the fittest individual but of the fittest
social processes. [3.23]

First of all only the most radical revolutionary
advocates replacing all of a society with a new “master plan.” This
is one of the instances where I think analyzing things in terms of
an extreme dichotomy clouds rather than clarifies the issues. More
importantly any given policy implementation is an “incremental”
change, and the gradual evolution of a society may be the result of
a long history of gradual implementations of policies designed to
achieve specific goals. If we survey the past, how can we tell if
the changes in a society were the result of “natural” evolution
rather than intervention on the part of some individuals or group
with a “design” for change? Is there in fact any example of a
modern society that has evolved without deliberate design on the
part of rulers of one sort or another?

Sowell
clearly takes his ideas of knowledge and social processes primarily
from F.A. Hayek. In the four books of his with which I am concerned
Sowell cites nine different works by Hayek, one of which consists
of three volumes. I have read a smattering of essays by or about
Hayek and do not claim to be an authority on his thought, but I
confess that I have the sense that Sowell takes the conclusions he
likes from Hayek without concern about whether his own thought is
completely consistent with the thought that brought Hayek to those
conclusions. Nonetheless since Sowell does not delve into the
philosophical underpinnings of his own ideas with anything like the
systematic sophistication or nuance that seems obvious in much of
Hayek’s work, it may be appropriate to look to Hayek for a more
satisfying explanation of the ideas of knowledge and social
processes adopted by Sowell.

 The most
interesting commentary I have found on Hayek is that of John Gray,
who attempts to place Hayek’s thought in the context of the
philosophical tradition from Hume and Kant to various
20th century philosophers and attempts to demonstrate
that Hayek’s work “is given a cohesive and unitary character by the
claims in theory of knowledge and in theoretical psychology which
inform and govern his contributions to many specific debates.”
[3.24] His perspective appears to confirm a
sense I had in reading some of Hayek’s more philosophical essays
that there was much in his thought that resonated with ideas I had
encountered in reading other types of 20th century
philosophy that one normally would not associate in any way with
free-market libertarianism, in particular Hans-Georg Gadamer’s
hermeneutics. Since many other readings of Hayek veer off into
conclusions that are totally alien to me and even repugnant, I am
particularly interested to see if I can find the point where my
sympathies with Hayek part company with most of his followers.
Gray’s own conclusions in what I have read are fairly abstract, but
the clarity he gives to many of Hayek’s basic ideas may help me
understand Sowell. I may not do justice to Gray or Hayek, but
perhaps I can find a point of view from which Sowell’s assumptions
make more sense to me.

The best
starting point is Kant’s ideas of the limits of knowledge and the
way in which experience is structured by principles provided by
reason or the mind. As Gray puts it, Hayek adopts Kant’s “denial of
our capacity to know things as they are” and “his insistence that
the order we find in our experiences, including even our sensory
experiences, is the product of the creative activity of our minds
rather than a reality that is given to us by the world.”
[3.25] Kant viewed the “categories” of Reason,
which ordered or structured our experience, as universal qualities
of mind, but in the 19th century European philosophy
worked its way towards the view that an individual’s perspective on
the world is also determined by his own historical circumstances.
Hayek adds to theory of knowledge from Kant an evolutionary
perspective in which the structure of thought is seen as an
adaptive behavior developed in man’s interaction with his
environment. Not only is all experience “interpretive,” but the
process of interpretation is itself is a habit learned by
repetitive imitation and developed via cultural evolution. This is
not to say that the interpretation is purely arbitrary, but it does
indicate the possibility that individuals in two different cultures
may in a very real sense live in different “worlds.” The
implications of this may be more radical than many of Hayek’s
followers would be comfortable admitting, but for the moment we
shall focus on the aspects of Hayek’s theories that seem to support
Sowell’s views.

There is also a thread of pragmatism in Hayek’s
theories. The foundation of knowledge is behavior learned in coping
with the world. All knowledge is essentially practical knowledge,
and the more abstract conceptual schemes we think of most commonly
as knowledge are derived from the “know how” of practical
interaction with the world. This applies to knowledge of how to
deal with other people as well as knowledge about fire or other
physical phenomena. Social customs in this sense represent a form
of knowledge, and customs or moral codes that have survived for
centuries presumably represent a form of knowledge that in some
sense “works.”

 This only
partially explains the devaluation of “articulated rationality” in
Sowell’s reading of Hayek, however. Hayek’s view of the limits of
knowledge include the idea that the mind can never completely know
itself since that would require the mind somehow to transcend
itself, and there is no room in Hayek’s scheme for any kind of
transcendental point of view. Not only is it possible for us to
know how to do something without being able to explicate completely
the rules being followed as we do it, there is an inherent limit in
how conscious the mind can be of its own functioning. Gray cites
Hayek’s references to mathematical theories by Georg Cantor and
Gödel as supporting the notion “conscious thought must be presumed
to be governed by ‘rules which cannot in turn be conscious,’” by
what Hayek calls a “surpaconscious” mechanism or “meta-conscious”
mechanism. [3.26]

I cannot resist interjecting my impression that
part of the point of post-modern thought or art is often an
exploration of the limits of reflexive consciousness or the degree
to which the human mind may be aware of how it is aware. The
resulting conundrums and absurdities in which the mind is trapped
in a hall of mirrors do little to satisfy a need for “rational”
explanation,” but they may point to some kind of intuitive
awareness of aspects of the mind that Hayek thinks are
inaccessible.

Even this limit to self-consciousness in the
mind or to the explication of the rules embodied in custom does not
completely explain the devaluation of articulated rationality
though. If our thought patterns or ideas have evolved from adaptive
behavior in the same way our customs have, why are they not as
equally reliable an indication of our adaptation as customs?
Science may not claim to have grasped the ultimate nature of
reality, but it has developed conceptual schemes that allow us to
intervene in natural processes in ways we consider useful. Sowell
obviously values the progress of science, but he rejects the
possibility of a science of society capable of suggesting useful
interventions.

Hayek also rejects the idea that
sociology or economics can be a science like physics or chemistry
and describes “scientism” in economics as a dangerous trend. He
seems to base this conclusion on a combination of the idea of a
spontaneous order with his view of the limitations of what we can
know. Sowell emphasizes the dispersed knowledge of changing
circumstances accessible to the many but never amenable to being
gathered and analyzed adequately by a central planner. Gray
attempts to provide an even more fundamental link between Hayek’s
theory of knowledge and his view of social processes.

 In social
theory, Hayek’s devastating critique of Cartesian rationalism
entails that, whatever else it might be, social order cannot be the
product of a directing intelligence. It is not just that too many
concrete details of social life would always escape such an
intelligence, which could never, therefore know enough, nor (though
we are nearer the nub of the matter here) is it that society is not
a static object of knowledge which could survive unchanged the
investigations of such an intelligence. No, the impossibility of
total social planning does not rest for Hayek on such Popperian
considerations, or at any rate, not primarily on them.

Such an impossibility of central social planning
rests, firstly, on the primordially practical character of most of
the knowledge on which social life depends. Such knowledge cannot
be concentrated in a single brain, natural or mechanical, not
because it is complicated, but rather because it is embodied in
habits and dispositions, and governs our conduct via rules which
are often inarticulable. But, secondly, the impossibility of total
social planning arises from the fact that, since we are all of us
governed by rules of which we have no knowledge, even the directing
intelligence itself would be subject to such government. It is
naïve and almost incoherent to suppose that a society could lift
itself up by its bootstraps and reconstruct itself, in part at
least because the idea that any individual mind – or any
collectivity of selected minds – could do that, is no less absurd.
[3.27]

Here I am
afraid I part company even with Gray. This feels to me a bit like a
desperate attempt to patch a hole in the theory in the interest of
presenting it as a coherent conceptual scheme. The degree to which
rules governing habitual or customary behavior cannot be explicated
seems exaggerated. If there is an observable pattern of behavior (a
custom or habit), why can we not describe it adequately even if we
cannot explain its origin? If the “directing intelligence” has
evolved along with the customs and is governed by similar rules,
why does that mean it cannot function as “intelligence” even if we
cannot fully understand why we think the way we do? Where do ideas
about reform come from if not from an intelligence governed by
rules that have evolved as part of the cultural evolution?

In what way
are social processes or the workings of an economy different from
complex physical phenomena? In his Nobel Prize Lecture Hayek warned
of the dangers of regarding economics as a science comparable to
the physical sciences and offered an explanation of the difference
between economics and physics in terms of “structures of essential
complexity.”

Why should we, however, in economics, have to plead
ignorance of the sort of facts on which, in the case of a physical
theory, a scientist would certainly be expected to give precise
information? It is probably not surprising that those impressed by
the example of the physical sciences should find this position very
unsatisfactory and should insist on the standards of proof which
they find there. The reason for this state of affairs is the fact,
to which I have already briefly referred, that the social sciences,
like much of biology but unlike most fields of the physical
sciences, have to deal with structures of essential
complexity, i.e. with structures whose characteristic properties
can be exhibited only by models made up of relatively large numbers
of variables. Competition, for example, is a process which will
produce certain results only it if proceeds among a fairly large
number of acting persons.

 In some fields, particularly where the problems
of a similar kind arise in the physical sciences, the difficulties
can be overcome by using, instead of specific information about the
individual elements, data about the relative frequency, or the
probability, of the occurrence of the various distinctive
properties of the elements. But this is true only where we have to
deal with what has been called by Dr. Warren Weaver (formerly of
the Rockefeller Foundation), with a distinction which ought to be
much more widely understood, “phenomena of unorganized complexity,”
in contrast to those “phenomena of organized complexity” with which
we have to deal in the social sciences. Organized complexity here
means that the character of the structures showing it depends not
only on the properties of the individual elements of which they are
composed, and the relative frequency with which they occur, but
also on the manner in which the individual elements are connected
with each other. In the explanation of the working of such
structures we can for this reason not replace the information about
the individual elements by statistical information, but require
full information about each element if from our theory we are to
derive specific predictions about individual events. Without such
specific information about the individual elements we shall be
confined to what on another occasion I have called mere pattern
predictions – predictions of some of the general attributes of the
structures that will form themselves, but not containing specific
statements about the individual elements of which the structures
will be made up. [3.28]

I am afraid
I do not fully understand the distinction between organized and
unorganized complexity, and it is unclear to me whether Hayek
thinks economics could be as scientific as biology, which also
involves essentially complex structures. My best guess is that the
distinction between unorganized and organized structures is a way
of distinguishing human individuals from molecules or organisms.
The organization that characterizes society is a function of the
desires and choices of vast numbers of unique individuals whose
behavior cannot be adequately described by generalizing statistical
data. This would seem to imply that economics can never even be as
accurate as meteorology. Hayek does concede though that statistical
data can be used to make estimations of likely outcomes. His main
point seems to be that we should take the predictions of economics
with a grain of salt and be careful about basing policy decisions
on them.

The example that Hayek uses later in the lecture
to illustrate the kind of knowledge that is possible with economics
is a ball game between two teams of approximately equal skill. He
lists the diverse factors that may affect the performance of each
player and concedes that we may be able to make a shrewd guess as
to the outcome of the game, but insists that it is not
scientifically predictable. Another way to put this might be that
even the most sophisticated fan is taking a risk when he bets on
the outcome of a game.

Towards the end of the lecture Hayek describes
the danger of attempting to “shape the processes of society
entirely to our liking.”

If man is not to do more harm than good in his
efforts to improve the social order, he will have to learn that in
this, as in all other fields where essential complexity of an
organized kind prevails, he cannot acquire the full knowledge which
would make mastery of the events possible. He will therefore have
to use what knowledge he can achieve, not to shape the results as
the craftsman shapes his handiwork, but rather to cultivate a
growth by providing the appropriate environment, in the manner in
which the gardener does for his plants. There is a danger in the
exuberant feeling of ever growing power which the advance of the
physical sciences has engendered and which tempts man to try,
“dizzy with success”, to use a characteristic phrase of early
communism, to subject not only our natural but also our human
environment to the control of a human will. The recognition of the
insuperable limits to his knowledge ought indeed to teach the
student of society a lesson of humility which should guard him
against becoming an accomplice in man’s fatal striving to control
society – a striving which makes him not only a tyrant over his
fellows, but which may well make him the destroyer of a
civilization which no brain has designed but which has grown from
the free efforts of millions of individuals. [3.29]

Ultimately
the argument against government intervention in social processes
may rest on concerns about the concentration of increasing power in
a large government and the tendency of any concentration of power
to become tyrannical. Hayek, however, does use an interesting
metaphor in this warning. The role of government is implicitly
compared to that of a gardener rather than a craftsman, and he
concedes that there is some knowledge that is possible. If the
craftsman is a revolutionary attempting to construct society from
raw materials, does the gardener represent the approach of Sowell’s
constrained vision? A gardener does a lot of work on his plot of
ground. He turns the soil, adds fertilizer, plants seeds, waters,
weeds, eliminates pests, etc. The difference between a garden and a
patch of uncultivated brush is a matter of willful intervention in
natural processes. The analogy seems to be a leaky bucket. I
suspect that many liberals would be happy to describe their social
welfare and economic policies in terms of cultivating an
environment that will enable people to prosper.

 Another way to
look at Hayek’s theory of knowledge is in comparison to the
critical theory of Max Horkheimer and the Frankfurt School. Both
are rooted in Kant’s critique of reason, and both see theoretical
knowledge as historically conditioned, but instead of Darwinian
evolution through natural selection Horkheimer draws on Marx’s idea
of the workings of dialectical materialism in history. Horkheimer’s
critical theory both assumes and explains the possibility of a
critical perspective on contemporary social institutions even
though the critic’s own perspective is necessarily determined by
his historical circumstances. He also emphasizes the way in which
critical theory is based on a perception of contemporary injustice
and a vision of a just society in the future. Engaging in critical
theory involves an act of will aimed at changing society. Criticism
emerges because of the tensions and contradiction in the
institutions of society. In this sense for critical theory a moral
vision is prior to, or more fundamental than, theoretical
knowledge.

Hayek’s
theory seems to have some difficulty accounting for the possibility
of social criticism. Gray points out that Hayek viewed philosophy
as reflexive rather than constructive and “all criticism – in
ethics as much as in science – must in the end be immanent
criticism.” [3.30] If all our ideas about justice are
abstracted from the cultural practices that have evolved in our
society, there would seem to be no grounds for any idea of justice
which is outside those traditions and capable of criticizing them.
There is clearly an aspect of Hayek’s thought which implies that
cultural traditions and customs represent the learned wisdom of
society and any attempt to alter them is counter-productive and
presumptuous. Even if those customs are still evolving, it appears
unwise to attempt to assist in that evolution through deliberate
intervention. Beneath this there is, of course, the optimistic
assumption that cultural evolution left to its own devices
naturally tends to an optimal solution in terms of the maximum
possible satisfaction of human desires.

In an earlier analysis of Hayek, Gray
concluded that Hayek’s thought “lacks a well-conceived view of
justice and of moral rights.” [3.31] His later efforts dig deeper but
still conclude

Hayek would in consistency be compelled to adopt, in
respect of moral convention, a more “rationalist” stance than he
usually recommends. He would need to undertake a systematic
criticism of modern morality in regard to its viability as part of
an ongoing market order. [3.32]

Part of the problem Gray has encountered is the
fact that contemporary moral sentiment may not view a free market
economy favorably. Some critics of Hayek have also suggested that a
liberal society based on a free market economy contains the seeds
of its own destruction in that it tends to undermine the
traditional morality that helped establish it. Others have also
suggested that Hayek’s theories really only hold if a pluralistic
liberal society already exists and do not apply to an authoritarian
society.

One way in which Hayek’s theory may have room
for criticism is if it acknowledges that traditional morality and
customs may not be coherent and may even encompass contradictory or
conflicting customs. With conflicting customs obviously it is
possible to have conflicting moral ideas and criticism of the
prevailing morality or social institutions.

The fact of
the matter is that Hayek and his followers (especially Sowell) are
offering a criticism of contemporary social processes and in some
sense they are recommending a social policy based on a theory of
society. Hayek has a theory that social processes are best driven
by the many individual interactions of the people rather than
shaped by government intervention. He bases his recommendations for
the best form of government on this theory, and given the current
functioning of government the theory recommends taking steps to
eliminate government interventions. There is something at least
ironic if not self-contradictory in advocating government policy on
the basis of a theory that claims no theory can be sound enough to
serve as a basis for government policy or a theory that says
society evolves through a process of natural selection except for
the fact that our current situation is the product of misguided
efforts stemming from conscious policies.

The point here is not to critique Hayek so much
as to glean from his theories anything that may help in
understanding Sowell. If there is a tension between Hayek’s
epistemology and his political views, it may be more helpful to
approach Hayek as primarily a political philosopher. His short
essay “Why I Am Not a Conservative,” which is a postscript to his
1960 The Constitution of Liberty, is a good expression of
Hayek’s moral and political vision. He associates himself with “the
defenders of liberty” and attempts to delineate how their views
differ from the views of conservatives and of those who have come
to be identified as “liberals” as well as their more radical
counterparts who are radicals or socialists. While he feels that
his own views are those of “true liberalism” of the sort associated
with the 18th century Whigs and many of the founding
fathers of the United States, he acknowledges that “liberal”
acquired very different connotations in the 19th
century. In searching for a label for “the party that favors free
growth and spontaneous evolution” he mentions that some have
adopted the term “libertarian,” but he dislikes the term because it
“carries too much the flavor of a manufactured term and of a
substitute.” It seems he would prefer something that indicated the
deeper historical roots of the tradition in the original Whigs, but
he is unable to suggest a proper label.

In the course of distinguishing true liberalism
from conservatism he describes liberalism in terms of its goals
while conservatism is simply a resistance to change and at any
point is defined by what it opposes.

The position which can be rightly described as
conservative at any time depends, therefore, on the direction of
existing tendencies. Since the development during the last decades
has been generally in a socialist direction, it may seem that both
conservatives and liberals have been mainly intent on retarding
that movement. But the main point about liberalism is that it wants
to go elsewhere, not to stand still. Though today the contrary
impression may sometimes be caused by the fact that there was a
time when liberalism was more widely accepted and some of its
objectives closer to being achieved, it has never been a
backward-looking doctrine. There has never been a time when liberal
ideals were fully realized and when liberalism did not look forward
to further improvement of institutions. Liberalism is not averse to
evolution and change; and where spontaneous change has been
smothered by government control, it wants a great deal of change of
policy. So far as much of current governmental action is concerned,
there is in the present world very little reason for the liberal to
wish to preserve things as they are. It would seem to the liberal,
indeed, that what is most urgently needed in most parts of the
world is a thorough sweeping-away of the obstacles to free growth.
[3.33]

Clearly this is a view driven by a vision of a
future society, and the key to the vision is liberty and a trust in
a spontaneous process of evolution although it requires deliberate
corrective action when government has acquired the power to
“smother” the natural evolutionary process. Socialist or
collectivist governments have become so entrenched in some
countries that their institutions now seem to be the traditional or
inherited traditions of the culture. In such cases the true liberal
must oppose the prevailing customs and traditions, even though he
may appear to be siding with the conservative.

Even when men approve of the same arrangements, it
must be asked whether they approve of them because they exist or
because they are desirable in themselves. The common resistance to
the collectivist tide should not be allowed to obscure the fact
that the belief in integral freedom is based on an essentially
forward-looking attitude and not on any nostalgic longing for the
past or a romantic admiration for what has been.

The need for a clear distinction is absolutely
imperative, however, where as is true in many parts of Europe, the
conservatives have already accepted a large part of the
collectivist creed – a creed that has governed policy for so long
that many of its institutions have come to be accepted as a matter
of course and have become a source of pride to “conservative”
parties who created them. Here the believer in freedom cannot but
conflict with the conservative and take an essentially radical
position, directed against popular prejudices, entrenched
positions, and firmly established privileges. Follies and abuses
are no better for having been long established principles of
policy.

Though quieta non movere may at times be a
wise maxim for the statesman, it cannot satisfy the political
philosopher. He may wish policy to proceed gingerly and not before
public opinion is prepared to support it, but he cannot accept
arrangements merely because current opinion sanctions them. In a
world where the chief need is once more, as it was at the beginning
of the nineteenth century, to free the process of spontaneous
growth from the obstacles and encumbrances that human folly has
erected, his hopes must rest on persuading and gaining the support
of those who by disposition are “progressives,” those who, though
they may now be seeking to change in the wrong direction) are at
least willing to examine critically the existing and to change it
wherever necessary. [3.34]

One irony of this conclusion is that it is the
political philosopher who is charged with the task of persuading a
sufficient portion of the public to support a re-direction of
government policy. This sounds to me like a constructive role in
society for a public intellectual and perhaps an indication of how
Sowell would view his own role.

The primary way in which conservatives differ
from true liberals is that conservatives essentially fear change
while “the liberal position is based on courage and confidence, on
a preparedness to let change run its course even if we cannot
predict where it will lead.” [3.35] Part of the reason conservatives
fear change is that they lack “an understanding of the general
forces by which the efforts of society are coordinated.”
[3.36] As a result they feel it is necessary to
rely on authority and coercion to maintain order.

Hayek’s
political view is based on his notion of spontaneous order, but
underlying that is his view of individual liberty as the ultimate
justification. Individual liberty is not only required for the
spontaneous order to work, it is also the reason for allowing the
spontaneous order to run its course. Any seemingly detrimental
short-term effects of change are more than justified by the
preservation of individual liberty and the long-term balance or
stability to be achieved by the spontaneous order. Once again the
conclusion seems somewhat ironic. Hayek is, in effect, saying that
the ends justify the means, short-term chaos or damage must be
accepted to achieve long-term stability and maximized individual
liberty. Changes must be made to the currently prevailing system to
bring it into alignment with an understanding of social processes
possessed by political philosophers whose job it is to persuade the
rest of the public of the rightness of these changes. The
difference between this and “rationalistic Continental liberalism”
is apparently largely a matter of degree.

There is one respect, however, in which there is
justification for saying that the liberal occupies a position
midway between the socialist and the conservative: he is as far
from the crude rationalism of the socialist, who wants to
reconstruct all social institutions according to a pattern
prescribed by his individual reason, as from the mysticism to which
the conservative so frequently has to resort. What I have described
as the liberal position shares with conservatism a distrust of
reason to the extent that the liberal is very much aware that we do
not know all the answers and that he is not sure that the answers
he has are certainly the rights ones or even that we can find all
the answers. He also does not disdain to seek assistance from
whatever non-rational institutions or habits have proved their
worth. The liberal differs from the conservative in his willingness
to face this ignorance and to admit how little we know, without
claiming the authority of supernatural forces of knowledge where
his reason fails him. It has to be admitted that in some respects
the liberal is fundamentally a skeptic – but it seems to require a
certain degree of diffidence to let others seek their happiness in
their own fashion and to adhere consistently to that tolerance
which is an essential characteristic of liberalism. [3.37]

Hayek’s key
point here is the need for skepticism, but I am tempted to ask
whether such skepticism should also be applied to the confidence in
the self-regulating system of social processes. He does seem fairly
certain that everything will work out for the best if we just
remove the impediments. Working out for the best means that
individuals will be given the maximum latitude to decide for
themselves what they want their life to be and that the impact of
evil will be minimized. His plea for tolerance of different moral
choices and his plea for openness to new ideas which may challenge
assumptions associated with moral choices are appealing and
persuasive. He does not directly address the possibility that
different moral choices may result in social conflicts severe
enough to tear a society apart, though, and in the end everything
seems to rest on his faith that the spontaneous evolution of
society will lead to stability involving a maximization of
individual liberty.

The main
merit of the individualism which [Adam Smith] and his
contemporaries advocated is that it is a system under which bad men
can do least harm. It is a social system which does not depend for
its functioning on our finding good men for running it, or on all
men becoming better than they now are, but which makes use of men
in all their given variety and complexity, sometimes good and
sometimes bad, sometimes intelligent and more often stupid.
[3.38]


 


Tradition

At one
point Hayek refers to “the principles I have tried to reconstruct
by piecing together the broken fragments of a tradition.”
[4.1]
This seems to imply a more complex relationship to tradition than
the reverence expressed in Sowell’s repeated descriptions of
tradition as the embodiment of the accumulated wisdom of
generations. It may pay to take a closer look at the role tradition
plays in Sowell’s vision of society.

In Knowledge and Decisions Sowell
describes culture as providing a shortcut alternative to basing
decisions on rational or scientific analysis. Initially tradition
seems simply to offer a convenience. If the individual does not
want to make the effort to figure out the best choice in a given
situation, he can fall back on the cultural norms as a guide.

Culture is one way of economizing on deliberate
decision making and on the explicit marshalling of data and
principles which it entails. Culture provides a wide range of
beliefs, attitudes, preferences, and customs whose authentication
has been historical (Darwinian) and consensual rather than
scientific. Culture offers low cost inputs into the decision-making
process, and – when there is freedom – leaves to the individual the
choice whether decisions are worth the additional costs of more
rational calculations. For a wide range of decisions, many people
find it optimal to rely heavily on cultural values, and therefore
end up dressing, talking, eating, or housing themselves within a
general pattern that can be recognized as characteristic of the
particular culture. [4.2]

This can be particularly convenient when time is
of the essence as Sowell illustrates with two examples, a mother’s
instinctive response when she sees her child about to fall and a
soldier’s acceptance of the established hierarchy of command in
battle. These strike me as peculiar examples, although perhaps one
should not put too much emphasis on the examples Sowell chooses to
illustrate his ideas. A mother’s protective instinct may be as much
biological as cultural, but it does provide an instance in which
behavior or choice is based on something other than reasoned
analysis.

A soldier’s obedience in the heat of battle is a
bit more strained as an analogy of the relationship between an
individual and his culture, but it does offer an interesting
perspective. The command hierarchy in an army is consciously
established for the purpose of achieving specific goals, so it is
not really comparable to cultural relationships that have
spontaneously evolved. But if we assume that the soldier is a
draftee whose rank and function in the army are not the result of
deliberate choice on his part, then his relationship to the chain
of command may be comparable to the relationship of an individual
to the culture into which he is born.

A soldier’s training may be deliberately
designed to breakdown any tendency to question commands or even to
understand the context of the commands. All that matters is that he
have a clear idea of what is expected of him. An individual growing
up within a culture does not have to be broken down in this way. He
is simply brought up in a way that enables him to know what is
expected of him. If something causes the soldier to question an
order or even contemplate desertion, he is in a position comparable
to the individual who finds some occasion to question the validity
or authority of a tradition of his culture. Simply appealing to the
authority will not suffice to bring either back into line. There
will have to be coercion of some sort or there will have to be
persuasion by appeal to something other than authority. It may be
that the soldier can be persuaded by appeals to the justice of the
cause for which the army is fighting or to the evils being
perpetrated by the enemy. The issue of what might persuade an
individual to acknowledge the validity or authority of a tradition
in his culture is one of the things I shall be looking for in
Sowell’s discussion of tradition.

The first thing Sowell does it to make clear
that cultural norms are not simply irrational “feelings.” They have
their own kind of rationality, which in the later books Sowell
calls “systemic rationality.” He has indicated that culture
“provides a wide range of beliefs, attitudes, preferences, and
customs whose authentication has been historical (Darwinian) and
consensual rather than scientific.” Authentication is his term for
the process by which notions become knowledge, and cultural
traditions represent to him a form of knowledge. It is not
knowledge in the sense of articulated theory which may be put into
words, but knowledge in the practical sense of know-how. It is
learned behavior, acquired knowledge of what works. Behind this is,
of course, the idea of cultural evolution as a trial and error
process in which social processes and relationships tending to
promote stability and survival become more prevalent. There is also
an element of consensus, which demonstrates the success of the
tradition and perhaps solidifies its validity.

“Systemic rationality” seems to be the order
exhibited by a relatively stable system. It is not rational in the
sense that it is guided by an awareness of goals and causal
relationships, but simply in the sense that it has achieved some
kind of stability through feedback and adaptation. Sowell justifies
the use of this term by defining rationality as a balancing of
trade-offs representing internal tensions in the system, citing as
a root meaning of the word the numeric connotations of “ratio.” Any
“system” by definition exhibits an order in the sense of the
connections or relationships between the components constituting
it. Without that order there would be no “system,” only a
collection of disparate elements and events. In this sense even the
most primitive society based on taboos and animistic religion is
“rational” or its cultural norms can be said to exhibit systemic
rationality. The simple fact that the society exists is proof that
its culture “works” for the given population with a given degree of
technology in the given environment.

Trial and error as a component in the evolution
of social processes would seem to imply that there may be phases
during which a system is not in a stable state because it is trying
some processes which are not conducive to its survival or its
flourishing. A society may die or some community within a society
may die out because it has adopted the wrong processes. Systems may
also have a “natural” life cycle, so there may be a limit to their
survival no matter what processes are adopted. There seems to be
nothing in the idea of “systemic rationality” which would enable
the observer to evaluate the current state of a society in terms of
its long-range prospects. A society which appears to be in its
death throes may just be in the process of shedding inappropriate
customs or traditions in favor of more fruitful ones. The Roman
Empire collapsed but many of its customs, traditions and
institutions survived in some way to become part of our own
society.

Systemic rationality by itself does not seem to
offer much that is persuasive of its superiority over a consciously
rational evaluation of custom or tradition or even to carry much
weight in evaluating whether to continue a tradition. To the extent
that customs and traditions are inculcated in the youth of a
society, each generation may not even have much choice as to
whether to carry on a tradition. Changes in the environment or the
level of technology may undermine some traditions and give rise to
others, and if the society evolves over long periods of time, then
perhaps the longevity of a particular tradition may argue for its
validity.

Sowell turns the tables and asks what reason
there is to believe in the superiority of consciously articulated
understanding as opposed to customs and traditions, which may be
difficult to justify with a conceptual system.

Sometimes the choice between cultural and individual
decision making is a choice between “feelings” and articulated
rationality. Given the imperfections of language and the
limitations of specific evidence, it is by no means a foregone
conclusion that the mere formally logical articulation is in fact
more rational, much less empirically correct. When the choice
between the two processes is not within one individual but between
one individual and another (or between one group and another), it
is even less likely that the more articulate position is the more
valid position. This is not an argument for mysticism rather than
logic. It is simply a recognition that the weight of generalized
but unrecorded experience – of the individual or of the culture –
may be greater than the weight of other experience which happens to
have been written down or spelled out. While specificity and
articulation are important, they are not categorically preemptive:
every small sample study cannot overturn the common sense of
mankind or the experience of the ages.

Obvious as this may seem, it contradicts the
philosophy of rationalism, which accepts only what can “justify”
itself to “reason” – with reason being narrowly conceived to mean
articulated specifics. If rationalism had remained within the
bounds of philosophy, where it originated, it might be merely an
intellectual curiosity. It is, however, a powerful component in
contemporary attitudes, and affects – or even determines much
political and social policy. [4.3]

How can we know if one course of action is “more
rational” than another? I am not at all sure I follow Sowell’s
reasoning here. The “feeling” in the individual is presumably his
sense of the cultural norm, but it may also be his own individual
experiential knowledge, which he has not brought to consciousness
via articulation. What is being weighed in the balance is
“generalized but unrecorded experience” versus “experience which
happens to have been written down or spelled out.” Obviously the
scale is going to tip to the greater “amount” of experience, and
the assumption seems to be that even in a single individual the
amount of experience brought to consciousness via verbal
articulation is meager in comparison to his total experience. Once
he introduces the experience of the generations which has shaped
the culture, there is no way the individual’s articulated
experience can compete. There is something specious to me in this
line of reasoning, perhaps in the use of a quantitative metaphor in
the idea of the “amount” of experience. It may be that I am balking
at something in Sowell’s idea of “rationality” or “reason” or in
his ideas about the relationship of reason to tradition.

Sowell may be right to reject the most extreme
version of Enlightenment thought, which viewed all tradition as
oppressive and looked to the power of reason to liberate man from
his past and rebuild all the institutions of society from scratch.
Such an agenda may be based on a short-sighted or naïve concept of
reason, but there is, nonetheless, something to the idea that human
intelligence is capable of understanding its own culture and
bringing to consciousness norms or prescriptions which have been
inherited in some non-verbal manner.

 The quarrel
Sowell has with the Enlightenment seems to me to be echoed in a
much more sophisticated form in the debate between Gadamer and
Habermas about the role of hermeneutics in the social sciences.
[4.4]
In its simplest terms this is a debate about the relationship
between reflection and the authority of a tradition. Habermas, who
starts from the view that social science is dedicated to
emancipation, views reason and authority as inherently
antithetical. He views social science as a process similar to
psychoanalysis in which emancipation is achieved by bringing to
consciousness the unconscious desires or ideas that drive a person.
The prevailing ideas promulgated by those in power is ideology, a
form of hypnosis by which individuals in a society are alienated
from their true natures. Gadamer insists that Habermas has
misunderstood the nature of hermeneutics and the relationship
between reason and authority. I cannot begin to do justice to the
sophistication of Gadamer’s thought here, but perhaps the following
will give an indication of why I think he may have something to
offer in terms of what Sowell is missing.

My thesis is – and I think it is the necessary
consequence of recognizing the operativeness of history in our
conditionedness and finitude – that the thing which hermeneutics
teaches us is to see through the dogmatism of asserting an
opposition and separation between the ongoing natural “tradition”
and the reflective appropriation of it. For behind this assertion
stands a dogmatic objectivism that distorts the very concept of
hermeneutical reflection itself. In this objectivism the
understander is seen – even in the so-called sciences of
understanding like history – not in relationship to the
hermeneutical situation and the constant operativeness of history
in his own consciousness, but in such a way as to imply that his
own understanding does not enter into the event. [4.5]

Hermeneutics builds on the recognition that
“language is not only an object in our hands, it is the reservoir
of tradition and the medium in and through which we exist and
perceive our world.” [4.6] Just as Sowell sees ideas as having to
start with “notions” which represent some non-verbal sense of how
things work, hermeneutics sees that all thought and understanding
starts with what for lack of a better word have to be called
“prejudices,” inherited ideas about the world and ourselves which
are embedded in the language with which we think and speak.
Reflection involves the ability to bring these “pre-judgments” to
awareness and to compare them to possibilities suggested by others
or perhaps generated by the imagination. Not only can we become
aware of conflicting elements within the tradition, but we can also
grasp possibilities from outside the tradition which put us in the
position of being able to decide whether to accept what the
tradition has to offer, i.e. to acknowledge its authority, or to
reject it in favor of something else.

Hermeneutics also accepts the fundamental
limitation of understanding as based on the perspective of one
point in history. The content of thought as well as the conceptual
framework forming the context for any thought are initially
determined by the culture into which we mature. Reflection can only
work with what is given, and what is given is not just
pre-conscious learned behavior but also ideas and above all
language. Language and reason are not just abstract tools for
manipulating data acquired via the senses. The data of the senses
are mediated by language and only accessible as interpreted by the
language and ideas of our culture. There is no transcendent or
universally valid rational point of view. There is only the
perspective from where we are as a result of our culture and
language. One of the distinguishing features of human intelligence,
however, is its reflexive nature, its ability to interpret not only
what is “given” by the senses but also what is “given” by language
and judgment. We may be embedded in our historical situation, but
we can become aware of the way in which we are embedded. We can
only start with what is given, but we can somehow distance
ourselves from it sufficiently to interpret it and evaluate it.

Part of the
point of hermeneutics is that genuine dialogue is possible and that
reflection and interaction with others either directly or through
creative works can literally change the world one lives in or how
one lives in the world. The key to communication is not knowledge
of the sort procured via the scientific method, but a much broader
based understanding involving an existential connection between
those who understand each other. This connection is the sense of
community which underlies the true meaning of “common sense” and
which is the true foundation of any human community. In Gadamer’s
thought “common sense” becomes something much more basic than the
set of ideas and maxims inherited from a cultural tradition. In the
same way rhetoric as the form of speech which appeals to the whole
person rather than simply to the rules defining logic is
re-evaluated.

Sowell agrees that each individual is limited by
his perspective, but he does not seem to see how complicit language
is in that perspective. I sense that he views language objectively,
that for him language is simply a set of definitions and rules
completely separate from “knowledge.” This may have some
implications for his arguments about judicial activism in terms of
the role of interpretation, but what is more to the point here is
that it results in a very different notion between the relationship
of tradition and reason. Instead of seeing tradition as
encompassing ideas and conceptual schemes, which play a role in
determining what the world consists of and not just the causal
relations describing how it works, Sowell sees a dichotomy between
tradition and articulated rationality. Tradition for him conveys
the substance of accumulated experience in non-verbal form.
Articulated rationality seems inherently divorced from experience
and any “model” it may construct of experience is after the fact
and inherently inadequate.

The individual attempting to make a decision
based on his own experience is limited not just by the paucity of
evidence at his disposal but by “the imperfections of language” and
by the fact all that his rationality can bring to bear appears to
be “the mere formally logical articulation” of evidence.
“Articulated rationality” is a verbal construct with internal
consistency (i.e. it is formally logical) but with no inherent
connection to reality. Here lies the key to Sowell’s disdain for
“verbal virtuosity.” The only way in which a conceptual scheme can
be shown to have any connection with reality is if it is comprises
a theory that can be authenticated by empirical evidence resulting
from experiments.

Sowell seems to think that intelligence is
concerned only with “how things work,” with causal connections. He
does not see that our intelligence also determines “what” the world
is. The “things” in the world are the result of an interpretive
interaction with what is “given,” and the “world” we live in is
what culture transmits. Another way to approach this is via the
idea that the passage of time causes ideas and concepts to lose
their interpretive power. They become fossilized into clichés or
dictionary definitions. What originates as metaphor comes to be
taken literally. This is an underlying assumption in hermeneutics
and the philosophical traditions on which it is based. One of the
things that reflection can do is to “unpack” the meaning of ideas
or concepts and to restore their power. Part of the role of
intellectuals in a society in this view is to keep a tradition
alive. Rather than being opposed to tradition, “articulated
rationality” may breathe fresh life into the tradition. It does not
bring it to consciousness simply to overcome the spell that it
exercises, it may do so in order to affirm it and revitalize
it.

To some extent Sowell’s idea of visions with
their inherently different views of human nature and knowledge is a
recognition that there is some interpretation prior to a sense of
causality. His concept of “rationality” however seems to dismiss
the role of reason or reflective thought in interpreting and
evaluating the contents of tradition, even though his own book,
A Conflict of Visions, is largely devoted to such an effort.
He does refer to a way that rationalism investigates cultural
characteristics in the context of a commentary on the way “cultural
cues” function to communicate limits on behavior to
individuals.

While rationalism tends to investigate cultural
characteristics in terms of their specific minutiae – which may be
quaint or “irrational” – the real function of these cultural cues
is to convey information in a code readily understood by those
using it, so that consistency and dependability are more important
than the particular devices themselves. [4.7]

Needless to say I am inclined to ask how a
“code” is “readily understood” without being interpreted via
language. Presumably for Sowell understanding as well as knowledge
may be “non-verbal” or unconscious and still effective. Semiotics
probably contains the answer to my question and may very well be
compatible with Sowell’s scheme. Nonetheless Sowell’s own book as
an attempt to explicate the nature of two “visions” of society is
surely an example of articulated rationality applied to cultural
traditions.

He also tends to present tradition as though it
were a coherently unified whole, rather than containing multiple
competing or conflicting threads. Again the whole point of A
Conflict of Visions is to show how our culture has encompassed
two diametrically opposed visions of society for at least two
centuries. Clearly the point of his books is to clarify the need to
choose between two aspects of our own tradition, but it is not
immediately clear how we are supposed to choose or what basis we
have for making a choice.

As we have seen the difference between the two
visions ultimately boils down to a difference in preference
regarding the locus and mode of discretion. The constrained vision
amounts to a rejection of surrogate decision-making based on
articulated rationality in favor of decisions evolving
systematically from the interactions of individual discretion. In
its purest form the constrained vision would seem to advocate a
completely hands-off approach to social processes. There would be
no point even in debating which components of the tradition offer
the most promising institutions or conventions. To the extent that
they are in competition, the ones most adapted to the circumstances
will prevail and provide the maximum satisfaction of individual
needs. Perhaps the way in which the better adapted traditions will
prevail may involve upheavals or civil war. There seems to be no
guarantee that a sufficient consensus can be achieved without
conflict, just as there is no guarantee that a given system can
survive forever.

Sowell does not subscribe to the purest version
of the constrained vision. As is abundantly clear from his books
and articles he is committed to an intellectual project whose goal
is to critique not only current social policies but the
institutional framework within which they are made. Presumably it
is because our culture contains competing traditions that one can
achieve the kind of distance from any given tradition that makes
critical evaluation possible. Sowell’s first step is the analytical
description contained in A Conflict of Visions. While he
insists that any vision can be authenticated or invalidated by
evidence, the initial delineation of the opposing visions is a
purely analytical or interpretive explication. It is based on texts
of various political theorists, but it is a conceptual scheme that
is surely an example of “articulated rationality.” The scheme may
or may not do justice to any of the theorists. It is an
interpretation of the implications of the ideas that is based on
Sowell’s insight into their meaning.

Sowell’s analysis of the conflicting visions
draws on his ideas about dispersed knowledge, and ultimately his
argument in favor of something closer to the constrained vision is
based on the logic of his interpretation of dispersed knowledge.
His argument in favor of reliance on tradition rather than
articulated rationality appears inevitably to rely on articulated
rationality.
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Sowell’s idea of visions as nascent theories of
causation, which can be tested empirically, implies that a conflict
of visions could be resolved by examining the evidence. Given the
fact that the conflicting visions he describes have been competing
for at least 200 years, he is faced with the task of explaining why
one has not succeeded in eliminating the other. His task is further
complicated by the necessity of explaining why the mistaken vision
has become the prevailing one in our own time. The initial
description of the visions may have been presented as a purely
descriptive effort in the history of ideas, but his follow-up book,
The Vision of the Anointed, leaves no doubt his assessment
of the prevailing vision.

Dangers to a society may be mortal without being
immediate. One such danger is the prevailing social vision of our
time – and the dogmatism with which the ideas, assumptions, and
attitudes behind that vision are held.

It is not that these views are especially evil or
especially erroneous. Human beings have been making mistakes and
committing sins as long as there have been human beings. The great
catastrophes of history have usually involved much more than that.
Typically,there has been an additional and crucial ingredient –
some method by which feedback from reality has been prevented, so
that a dangerous course of action could be blindly continued to a
fatal conclusion. …Today, despite free speech and the mass media,
the prevailing social vision is dangerously close to sealing itself
off from any discordant feedback from reality. [5.1]

Ignoring feedback from reality means
suppressing, altering or evading evidence as he explained in a
general way in A Conflict of Visions:

In the extreme case, evidence may simply be
falsified, or it may be evaded by verbal expedients which empty the
theory of empirical meaning while leaving it full of powerful
insinuations. Conversely, evidence may be made to appear to
conflict with a theory merely because the specific terms of the
theory are misunderstood by those collecting the evidence. But
perhaps the most striking demonstration of the power of a vision
occurs when no evidence at all is either asked or offered
for assertions which are consonant with a prevailing vision.
[5.2]

The Vision of the Anointed is largely
devoted to describing the tactics that the proponents of the
prevailing vision use to ignore or dismiss evidence and to
analyzing the evidence that various policies have in fact failed.
First, though, he offers an explanation of why anyone would resort
to these tactics. His starting point is what he regards as the
fact that the prevailing vision is resulting in policies
which are either self-defeating or dangerous. The numerous examples
cited later in the book will substantiate this claim, but perhaps
the tactics used to discredit the evidence will make more sense if
one understands why they are needed and how they work.

One might assume that the tactics are simply
strategies in a power struggle. Proponents of the unconstrained
vision (“the anointed”) want to impose their vision of society and
will use whatever tactics are necessary to con the rest of society
into accepting their views. Sowell, however, sees more to it than
this and looks for an explanation of why anyone would adopt the
vision in the first place. Perhaps because he thinks of human
behavior in terms of incentives and constraints, he looks for a
possible incentive for the “anointed” to adopt the vision and to
stick to their guns in the face of evidence that their policies are
not working or to even suppress evidence of any sort. Rather than
simply accept self-aggrandizement or power as the motive (and
perhaps thereby run the risk of reducing social interactions to
power struggles and warfare), Sowell sees the inducement as
stemming from the vision itself. It is almost as though the vision
is a parasite which creates a symbiotic relationship with its
host.

What a vision may offer, and what the prevailing
vision of our time emphatically does offer, is a special
state of grace for those who believe in it. Those who accept this
vision are deemed to be not merely factually correct but morally on
a higher plane. Put differently, those who disagree with the
prevailing vision are seen as being not merely in error, but in
sin. For those who have this vision of the world, the anointed and
the benighted do not argue on the same moral plane or play by the
same cold rules of logic and evidence. The benighted are to be made
“aware,” to have their “consciousness raised,,” and the wistful
hope is held out that they will “grow.” Should the benighted prove
recalcitrant, however, their “mean-spiritedness” must be fought and
the “real reasons” behind their arguments and actions exposed.
[5.3]

The prevailing vision is not merely a vision of
society. It entails a self-reflexive component, which is a vision
of oneself as morally superior, or, as Sowell puts it, it is a
“vision of differential rectitude.” [5.4] This is why he labels it
“the vision of the anointed.” It is a form of self-flattery or
self-congratulation. As Sowell says the vision “has become
inextricably intertwined with the egos of those who believe it.”
[5.5]

This is a pivotal point in all of Sowell’s
thought. A lot of the force of Sowell’s rhetoric comes from the
animus towards those who presume to be superior in some way, and
the basis for much of this is a logical connection between one
aspect of the “unconstrained vision” and its implications for
social policy. This is a thread in Sowell’s thought containing many
interwoven strands that need to be untangled.

The unconstrained vision boils down in part to a
belief in the need for surrogate decision-making. Sowell sees this
as one of the defining components of the vision (“the locus of
discretion”) along with the belief that “articulated rationality”
should be the mode of decision-making. At a minimum this vision of
society sees a need for deliberate system-wide intervention in the
functioning of social interactions or processes. The justification
of this intervention is an understanding of those social processes
achieved by rational analysis of some sort and a sufficient
consensus as to goals or the optimal functioning of social
processes. Individuals chosen by some means are charged with
implementing the interventionist policies. The administrators so
charged may not necessarily be the same individuals who produced
the analysis of the social processes or formulated the policies,
but they presumably accept the analysis as a justification of the
policies they are implementing. Nowhere in this minimal
interpretation of the unconstrained vision is there any “difference
in rectitude.”

There is a perhaps a difference in intelligence
or intellectual ability. Some may be better at analyzing social
processes and deriving policies designed to correct tendencies or
achieve desired results. If the policies are based on a consensus
as to the goals of society, there is no presumption of moral
superiority anymore than there is with a scientist who has the
temerity to propose a theory of sub-atomic particles that
challenges the prevailing theory. Ideally any such policy
recommendations would themselves be subject to public debate, and
some degree of consensus achieved before administrators are
authorized to implement them.

The problem arises perhaps in the process by
which consensus is achieved either with regard to the need for
intervention in the first place or the specifics of the proposed
policies. The constrained vision in its purest form sees no need
for any intervention in the self-regulating system of social
institutions and customs. Even to propose an intervention based on
rational analysis is presumptuous, because no one conducting such
an analysis can have adequate knowledge. (The constrained vision is
itself based on a rational analysis of social functions, but it is
one that implies that the functions are best left to their own
devices.) On Sowell’s terms there may be hubris in the attempt to
understand social processes or to articulate what one takes to be a
consensus as to the goals of society as a whole. Even this hubris
is not necessarily a presumption of moral superiority, although
there is a blurred line between confidence in an analysis of the
goals of society and believing that one knows what is best for
others.

Sowell’s interpretation of the Enlightenment and
its legacy involves the idea that some members of society are more
“enlightened” than others and that those individuals are therefore
entitled to lead, i.e. make decisions on behalf of others. Being
“enlightened” may be a function of intelligence or just “verbal
virtuosity,” but it obviously carries moral overtones. The concept
of a “leader” may involve pastoral or paternalistic themes implying
moral superiority. In this vision consensus may be devalued since
the opinion of the majority may just be an expression of ignorance
or lack of understanding.

The idea of enlightened leadership is
not new with the Enlightenment of course. It has roots going all
the way back to Plato’s philosopher king. If anything the
Enlightenment seems to hold out hope that reason can prevail by
education and persuasion so that there would indeed be a consensus
once the public at large became enlightened. This is part of
Godwin’s utopian hope that eventually the need for government will
melt away as everyone becomes virtuous so that “leadership” will
not be necessary.

Needless to say Sowell’s vision is not based on
the hope that people will become more virtuous. He insists that the
“tragic vision” is based on a realistic acceptance of the
limitations not just of knowledge or reason but of the capacity for
humans beings to act out of anything other than self-interest.
Fortunately in his view the structure of the systems constituting
society is such that actions based on individual self-interest
balance each other in a way to produce an optimal resolution of
conflicts. This may be an article of faith, but one corollary of it
is that any tinkering with the functioning of these systems will be
counterproductive. In a sense the sort of surrogate decision-making
involved in interventionist social policies is comparable to fixing
an election, if you think of actions based on self-interests as
votes cast to determine the “general will” or the overall
allocation of resources. Any individual or body which presumes to
act in the general interest cannot possibly be as responsive to all
the input of individual preferences as the natural workings of the
systems of social interaction. It can only interpret preferences
based on statistics or based on its own understanding of what is
best for everyone. It is obviously the latter approach that rankles
Sowell.

Beneath this interpretation of social processes
seems to lie an assumption that ultimately what matters are
individual preferences and that the best society can do is provide
the framework which permits the maximum satisfaction of those
preferences. Any attempt to generalize individual needs or
preferences is bound to be a distortion and to ignore many
preferences which are as inherently valid as ones represented in
the generalization. In essence this is a complete divorce of
morality from politics and, on the surface at least, seems to
involve moral relativism of a sort that I suspect Sowell might
hesitate to embrace. We shall take a look at Sowell’s ideas about
morality later, but the point here is to find the connection
between the unconstrained vision and the assumption of moral
superiority.

Sowell sees presumption in the belief that one
can understand what is best for everyone even though his own view
is an analysis of social processes which implies a social framework
that will be best for all members of society. He sees a difference
between advocating a social framework that eliminates deliberate
intervention and one that intervenes in order to correct the
natural tendencies of the unfettered social processes. His
skepticism about the adequacy of rational analysis as a basis for
social policy leads to the conclusion that it is presumptuous to
attempt to intervene with policies based on rational analysis, but
there is still an additional step required to impute an assumption
of moral superiority.

Judgments that social processes need to be
corrected or guided are based on moral judgments about the results
of the unguided processes. Generally these judgments are formulated
in terms of a concept of justice, and they are often expressed in
terms of concern for the underprivileged. In some sense the natural
functioning of unfettered social processes is seen as cruel, and a
charge of cruelty may be directed at anyone who advocates allowing
the social processes to function without correction or guidance.
There may be an expression of moral outrage that someone can stand
by and allow another person to be mistreated without attempting to
intervene. Any tendency to judge individuals opposing intervention
as cruel or lacking in compassion is viewed by Sowell as an
assumption of moral superiority and expressions of these moral
judgments are viewed as rhetoric designed to deflect debate away
from the empirical analysis of the effectiveness of policies. He
also sees the judgments as recasting the conflict between the
social visions as a moral conflict between good and evil, with the
result that the advocates of the unconstrained vision are able to
believe that they are on the side of good and therefore morally
superior to anyone opposing them.

Sowell does not really address the possibility
that the natural functioning of social processes may be cruel, just
as nature itself can seem cruel and inhospitable from a human
perspective. He does emphasize that the “tragic vision” recognizes
that there will always be limitations in the satisfaction of human
needs or desires because of the limitations in resources and the
inevitable conflicts between the desires of different individuals.
As he puts it there will always have to be “trade-offs,” and the
best we can hope for is a balance in trade-offs that maximizes
individual benefits. Such a balance can be achieved only if all the
individual desires are weighed as inputs, and only the system
itself is capable of responding to all the individual inputs.

There is a certain logic to his thought once one
accepts the superiority of “systemic rationality” over “articulated
rationality” and perhaps the faith that the balance achieved by the
self-regulating system will inevitably represent the maximum
possible satisfaction of individual desires or needs. There is also
an understandable indignation at a lot of self-righteous moralizing
that characterizes much of leftist/liberal/progressive rhetoric,
even though the “unconstrained vision” obviously has no monopoly on
ad hominem argument and insinuation. Sowell’s own argument,
however, employs rhetorical strategies similar to some he
criticizes in proponents of the prevailing vision, and it is
necessary to keep them in view as we examine the catalog of
rhetorical strategies he sees in the prevailing vision.

The idea that the prevailing vision is a
form of self-flattery and becomes inextricably intertwined with the
ego is a common theme in various forms among conservatives,
although Sowell is the only one I have encountered who attempts to
make a logical connection between the social vision and
self-flattery. Others seem to resort to the assessment as the only
explanation for why a seemingly intelligent person would cling to
social policies perceived as clearly failing or counterproductive.
When I encountered the idea in Heather Mac Donald, my first
reaction was to ask how it differed from the way her own ego was so
obviously bound up in the her views, and it seems clear to me that
anyone passionately involved in political debate probably has his
or her identity wrapped up in a political stance. Part of the
reason so much of what passes for political debate is really only
preaching to the choir is that partisans consume it as a means of
reinforcing their own identity and perhaps their sense of
superiority as compared to the opposition. Posner calls this aspect
of intellectual goods “solidarity goods.” He sees it more in terms
of providing a sense of belonging than of providing reassurance of
moral superiority. [5.6]

The connection between one’s ego or identity and
one’s political beliefs is not a simple matter of logic inherent in
the belief. While I think it is probably true that some proponents
of the unconstrained view enjoy basking in a sense of their own
moral superiority, I am more inclined to view that as a collateral
benefit rather than the real source of the commitment to that
vision. Sowell does not make it clear what enables someone to adopt
the “tragic” or “constrained” vision. The implication may be that
it is a clear-headed commitment to empiricism and the scientific
method, and I think a case could be made for interpreting that as
enabling a sense of moral superiority in its own way. The belief
that one is more committed to truth and the scientific method is
certainly every bit as much a basis for self-congratulation as a
belief that one is more compassionate than one’s opponents. It is
just a different virtue.

Perhaps it is worth looking more closely at what
Sowell says about how and why the prevailing vision has come to be
so widely accepted. It is largely a matter of persuasion by
rhetoric and the resistance of the ego to letting go of its
defining beliefs.

Even when issues of public policy are discussed in
the outward form of an argument, often the conclusions reached are
predetermined by the assumptions and definitions inherent in a
particular vision of social processes. Different visions, of
course, have different assumptions, so it is not uncommon for
people who follow different visions to find themselves in
opposition to one another across a vast spectrum of unrelated
issues, in such disparate fields as law, foreign policy, the
environment, racial policy, military defense, education and many
others. To a remarkable extent, however, empirical evidence is
neither sought beforehand nor consulted after a policy has been
instituted. Facts may be marshaled for a position already taken,
but that is very different from systematically testing opposing
theories by evidence. Momentous questions are dealt with
essentially as conflicts of vision.

The focus here will be on one particular vision –
the vision prevailing among the intellectual and political elite of
our time. What is important about that vision are not only its
particular assumptions and their corollaries, but also the fact
that it is a prevailing vision – which means that its
assumptions are so much taken for granted by so many people,
including so-called “thinking people,” that neither those
assumptions nor their corollaries are generally confronted with
demands for empirical evidence. Indeed, empirical evidence itself
may be viewed as suspect, insofar as it is inconsistent with that
vision.

Discordant evidence may be dismissed as isolated
anomalies, or as something tendentiously selected by opponents, or
it may be explained away ad hoc by a theory having no empirical
support whatsoever – except that this ad hoc theory is able to
sustain itself and gain acceptance because it is consistent with
the overall vision. Examples of tactics will be numerous in the
chapters that follow. What must first be considered are the reason
behind such tactics, why it is so necessary to believe in a
particular vision that evidence of its incorrectness is ignored,
suppressed, or discredited – ultimately why one’s quest is not for
reality but for a vision. [5.7]

This is Sowell’s general introductory overview
in his analysis of the “vision of the anointed.” It raises two
issues: why evidence is ignored in evaluating public policies and
how the prevailing vision came to be so widely held. His answer
will be that the prevailing vision is more seductive because it
offers a “special state of grace” to its adherents and that this
hold over the ego is the source of the resistance to evidence. The
implication seems to be that other visions offer only the “cold
rules of logic and evidence” [5.8] involved in a commitment to reality.
Since I am not satisfied with his explanation of the unique appeal
of the “unconstrained vision” to the ego in its offer of a sense of
moral superiority, I am looking for a different perspective. It
seems to me that Sowell’s description of the functioning of the
prevailing vision shares many features of a Marxist analysis of
ideology or false consciousness. Somehow enough people have been
seduced by the prevailing vision that its assumptions are “taken
for granted” and not subject to critical analysis or empirical
testing. He describes the power of the prevailing vision as “its
gravitational pull.” [5.9]

What is presented as rational arguments in
support of policies is seen as just rationalizations or rhetoric.
Sowell explains why he puts “thinking people” in quotes:

Many of these “thinking people” could more
accurately be characterized as articulate people, as people
whose verbal nimbleness can elude both evidence and logic. This can
be a fatal talent, when it supplies the crucial insulation from
reality behind many historic catastrophes. [5.10]

A conflict of visions seems to be a battle
fought not by rational argument but by rhetoric and sophistry, or
at least the proponents of the unconstrained vision use only
rhetoric and sophistry. Part of Sowell’s point seems to be that the
battle does not take place on a level playing field. He calls it an
asymmetrical argument. [5.11] The “tragic vision” relies on empirical
evidence and the scientific method, but it seems as though it is at
a disadvantage when battling sophistry designed to elude evidence
and rhetoric offering moral superiority.

 The prevailing
vision is so all-pervasive that even the most prominent opponents
of it were once under its spell. His list includes Hayek, Milton
Friedman, Karl Popper, Irving Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, and even
Ronald Reagan. Sowell himself was a Marxist of sorts in his youth.
The ability to break free of the spell seems almost to imply a
heroic commitment in a “quest” for reality rather than a vision.
How exactly does one overcome the “dogmatism with which the ideas,
assumptions, and attitudes behind that vision are held?” If one
attempts to persuade others that their social vision is “incorrect”
is one attempting to free them of dogmatism by “enlightening” them
or “raising their consciousness?” Presumably Sowell believes that
by attacking one theory at a time and overwhelming it with evidence
of its incorrectness the strain of evading the evidence will
eventually tip the scale and cause someone to abandon their vision
for a more appropriate one.

Perhaps the prevailing vision is unquestioned
because it is an established tradition of the culture, which is
inherited in an unconscious manner. Sowell does not tend to view
culture as involving ideas, but surely a “social vision” can be
transmitted culturally as well as by customs or habits. It is a
habitual form of thought, which one imbibes as propaganda or
ideology. In this case the attachment to it is simply an attachment
to one’s culturally formed identity, an attachment that could be
seen as a form of inertia or inherent resistance to change.
Breaking its spell might require the use of rhetoric depending on
one’s assessment of the power of reason or dispassionate critical
analysis.

Just as Sowell defines a vision as a notion of
causal connections, he also seems to view reason as primarily
concerned with causality. He starts from the connotations of
“reason” as in “the reason something happens.” Perhaps his view of
reality is such that the only connection between phenomena is
causation and that any other type of connection between concepts is
just verbal or logical with no counterpart in “reality.”

Reason has at least two very different meanings. One
is a cause-and-effect meaning: There is a reason why water expands
when it freezes into ice, even though most of us who are not
physicists do not know what that reason is – and at one time, no
one know the reasons. The other meaning of reason is articulated
specification of causation or logic: When it is demanded that
individuals or society justify their actions before the bar of
reason, this is what is meant. The more constrained one’s vision of
human capabilities and potential, the greater the difference
between these two meanings. Everything may have a cause and yet
human beings may be unable to specify what it is. At the very least
our decision-making must proceed on the basis of those reasons
which we can specify. But, at the more constrained end of the
spectrum, knowledge and reasons unknown to any given individual
must be brought to bear on many decisions, through social processes
in which articulated rationality plays at best a subordinate role.
[5.12]

Surely what Enlightenment Rationalists had in
mind with the “bar of reason” was more than theories of cause and
effect. Reason involves discrimination and judgment as well as the
formulation of causal connections. This seems to me to be a much
richer aspect of reason than is connoted by “articulated
specification… of logic.” Sowell’s account of the difficulty of
transforming a vision into a theory with testable hypotheses gives
an indication of a broader function of reason. It also offers an
explanation of why people cling to a vision despite any evidence
that it is incorrect.

 The process of
moving from a vision, as an inchoate sense of causation, to a
specific set of theories and corollaries – a paradigm or
intellectual model representing what is believed to happen – is
both intellectually and psychically difficult. The precise
definition of terms, the careful construction of causal links, and
the derivation of specific hypotheses unambiguously differentiated
from the hypotheses derived from alternative theories – all this
requires not only skill but discipline and dedicated efforts. To
the extent that one has become emotionally committed to, or
publicly identified with, a particular theory, its failure in the
face of evidence imposes psychic costs that can be painful. In an
attempt to reconcile the paradigm with the incoming discordant
evidence, an initially simple principle may be modified and
complicated until it resembles a Rube Goldberg contraption.
[5.13]

The “precise definition of terms” is an act of
judgment based on a kind of interpretive perception. It is the
delineation of “what” before there can be any formulation of how
things interact, and as such it seems to me to be at least half the
battle in terms of fleshing out the implications of a “vision.”
Debating the “definitions” is not simply a matter of “logic” in the
sense of syllogism, but it is nonetheless a debate that involves
reason or rationality. The project of phenomenology with its motto
of “To the things themselves!” seems to me to be based on this
aspect of “reason,” and it comes much closer to a creative use of
language than it does to the scientific method.

Another way Sowell approaches this function of
reason is in his comments on “sorting and labeling.” He introduces
it as a “social process,” but it is clearly a function of the
aspect of reason that generalizes and abstracts.

One of the most basic and pervasive social processes
is the sorting and labeling of things, activities, and people. This
includes everything from the sex separation of bathrooms to
municipal zoning ordinances, air traffic control, and racial
segregation. Even the changing moods and circumstances of a given
individual are sorted and labeled by those who deal with him, in
order not to talk to or interact with him in particular ways “at
the wrong time.” Sorting and labeling processes involve a trade-off
of costs and benefits. In general, the more finely the sorting is
done, the greater the benefits – and the costs. Beyond some point,
making the sorting categories finer would not be worth the
additional cost – for the particular decision-making purpose. For
example, if we find boxes of explosives stored in an area where we
were planning to hold a picnic, that may be sufficient reason to
locate the picnic elsewhere, without inquiring further as to
whether the explosives are dynamite or nitroglycerin, though that
distinction might be important for other purposes at other times.
[5.14]

You have to admire the imagination with which
Sowell chooses his examples as a means of maintaining a sense of
urgency with even the most mundane topic. What is more interesting,
though, is that he views sorting and labeling as a social process
rather than a function of “articulated rationality.” Perhaps
ancient custom is the source of sex separation of bathrooms, but
surely air traffic control has its origins in a rational analysis
of airport management by experts.

The context of this quote is a chapter in
Knowledge and Decisions on social trade-offs, and ultimately
his point is to defend “sorting and labeling” as a kind of mundane
knowledge, which has a legitimate place in social decision-making
and is contrasted in Intellectuals and Society with
information required to “judge the whole person.” (See Chapter 2.) It is
hard to imagine who is requiring that individuals be judged based
on such a vast amount of information about them that it would
require an entire lifetime to collect. It is even hard for me to
imagine who is objecting to the use of credit reports in making
decisions (unless it was the sub-prime mortgage brokers). It
becomes a little easier to figure out what is at stake here once
you realize that “sorting and labeling” people is more often
referred to as discrimination, prejudice or stereotyping – at least
in instances where classifying people by certain criteria is
considered unfair. A more neutral term would be “classifying,” and
it is typical of Sowell’s style that he chooses to recast the
activity with a colloquial frame of reference in the hope perhaps
that he can pry the reader away from all his normal associations
with the ubiquitous practice of classifying things and people in
order to deal with them more efficiently. Ultimately I think his
strategy results in obscuring the importance of the choice of
categories used in applying classifications to people. “Race” is an
obvious example of a category that is very often
counter-productive, especially when one of its pigeonholes is
“white.” Since “sorting and labeling” is a form of rationality that
seems to be a bit of a loose thread in Sowell’s scheme, and since
it is an occasion for debates which rely heavily on rhetoric, it
may be worth taking a short detour through Sowell’s analysis of
sorting and labeling in search of evidence of his distinction
between reason and rhetoric and of examples of his own use of
both.

The discussion of sorting and labeling in the
context of social trade-offs is an odd, scattershot argument whose
upshot is not as clear to me as I suspect Sowell assumes it should
be. It is part of a larger discussion of his idea of “trade-offs.”
He begins with economic trade-offs and moves on to discuss social
and political trade-offs. While he concedes that trade-offs are
much more easily seen in economic decision-making, he insists that
they are equally central to all social and political
decision-making.

It is not a mere coincidence that the trade-offs of
economic processes parallel those of other social processes. The
economic process is only a special case of human decision making in
general, so it is hardly surprising to find similar principles at
work, even on very different subject matter. However, the large
difference in subject matter not only obscures the underlying
principles, but modifies their application as well. [5.15]

Sowell is claiming that he is not just applying
his preferred economic model to other areas of social interaction
but that the structure is inherent in these other processes, even
if the underlying principles are more “obscure” and are applied
differently. He supports this claim with a kind of syllogistic
logic revealing something that is “hardly surprising.” Economic
processes are an instance of human decision making, therefore the
structure visible in economic processes are shared by all human
decision making. This is presumably an example of a specification
of logic by articulated rationality in formulating a theory that
can yield testable hypotheses. (It is also faulty logic. “ All A
have H and all A are B.” does not imply
All B have H.) The examples he provides of how trade-offs play
a role in other types of social processes are perhaps evidence of
the validity of this theory.

In discussing trade-offs in social processes he
introduces a distinction between trade-offs involved in the results
of a decision and trade-offs in “the decision-making mechanisms
themselves.” [5.16] The decision-making process itself is
subject to cost-benefit analysis. In some cases most costly
procedures are justified. In others they are not. Typically Sowell
views this in terms of a spectrum of possibilities between two
extremes.

In some cases – an extreme example being a combat
unit under enemy fire – the time spent discussing alternatives may
be more costly than either alternative itself. The closer decisions
are to that end of the spectrum, the more rational it is to have
unquestioning obedience, even if the superior makes no better
decisions than the subordinate.

At the other end of the spectrum – an appellate
court reviewing a murder conviction – full and free discussion may
be appropriate, without regard to which members of the reviewing
court are hierarchically senior. [5.17]

Sorting and labeling is then introduced as one
of the factors affecting the “cost” of the decision-making process.
The “finer” the sorting, the more detailed the knowledge gained but
the more costly it generally is.

Sowell interjects a distinction between “sorting
and labeling” and “qualitative selectivity,” which he explains by
example.

The general benefits of sorting and labeling must be
distinguished from the special benefits of qualitative selectivity.
A basketball coach can select a taller sample of boys from a given
population, but the average height of the whole population is
unaffected by whether or not they are sorted and labeled. From a
social point of view, what matters most are the benefits of sorting
and labeling given things, activities and people in society
as a whole. [5.18]

The point of this is lost on me. Presumably his
point is that sorting and labeling must involve an entire
population in some way. I don’t understand in what way the average
height of a whole population could ever be affected by sorting and
labeling or how the selection of the players differs from sorting
and labeling the given population by height and limiting tryouts to
those above a certain height. It seems to me if one is selecting a
taller sample, one has already sorted the population by height. The
benefits of sorting the given population by height would be that it
narrows the number of candidates the coach has to look at for his
team even if it risks overlooking the short guy who can hit
three-pointers 90 percent of the time. The whole paragraph strikes
me as an aside that really does nothing to clarify his conception
of the benefits of sorting and labeling.

The next step in Sowell’s analysis of sorting
and labeling is an example of the value of labels on canned goods
in a supermarket. He postulates a flood in which all the labels are
washed off the cans and points out that the canned goods would lose
much of their value since no one would know what was inside the
cans without opening them. The supermarket will have to sell off
the canned goods for whatever it can get and restock with labeled
cans whose contents are identical to those sold at a discount but
whose market value will be greater due to the labels. So? His point
is that there “can be a substantial difference in value between a
sorted and an unsorted collection containing the same quantities of
identical items.” [5.19] This strikes me as peculiar and even
pointless. What he describes is a collection of unknown items and a
collection of known items whose common characteristic is that they
are all canned goods. What follows this does not really help
clarify it.

In a similar way, there may be a net social gain
when people who like a quiet contemplative life sort themselves out
from those who enjoy rousing parties and/or motorcycles – even
though there are the same numbers of each kind of person after the
sorting as there were before. The demand for retirement
communities, for apartment developments catering to young singles,
and other specialized communities is one indication of gains merely
from sorting and labeling a given population. [5.20]

Voluntary association based on shared
preferences is hardly the same as discriminating against
individuals based on race, ethnicity, age, sex, sexual preference,
or whatever else he may be working his way towards. At least in the
first example we could equate “canned good” with “citizen” and
“contents” with preferences, needs, behavior, education or whatever
category we want to classify them by in order to establish policies
for differential treatment. It is not at all clear yet where he is
going with this. He follows this with a brief aside on how one of
the “costs” of sorting and labeling is a “loss of diversity,” and
points out how that costs depends on individual preferences and
circumstances. The upshot of this is that it is even possible to
sort and label people according to how much they wish to be sorted
and labeled. He appears to be thinking in terms of people who chose
to live in communities with different degrees of diversity and not
people who are treated based on type of sorting and labeling to
which they do not wish to be subjected. The next step he takes also
seems strangely arbitrary.

Sorting and labeling, whether of people or of
things, is a sorting and labeling of probabilities rather than
certainties. We believe, with vary degrees of confidence,
that a certain person would like a certain Christmas gift, or would
be amused by a certain remark, or be pleased with a certain action.
We never really know and the very fact that there are such
words in the language as disappointment, regret, etc. is testimony
to the pervasiveness and persistence of this feature of the human
condition. [5.21]

The reads like a note card that got out of order
and dropped into the text in the wrong place. The pervasiveness of
uncertainty in human life seems to have little to do with the
practice of sorting and labeling. Uncertainty exists regardless of
the “fineness” of the sorting. What he appears to be laying the
groundwork for is a description of racial or ethnic stereotyping
based on some kind of average behavior of the race or ethnic group.
If one avoids people of a certain race or ethnicity because one
associates unpleasant behavior with the color of a person’s skin or
ethnic background, then one is using sorting and labeling as an
indication of the probability of being exposed to unpleasant
behavior. The only reason for not just calling this prejudice or
stereotyping is if one wants to make a case for justifying it under
certain circumstances. That appears to be what Sowell wants to
do.

He takes another detour with a section on
sorting and labeling organizations, which is really just an aside
about the value of branding in the marketplace. He describes the
reasons a new traveler in an area might choose to stay in a Holiday
Inn rather than an independently operated motel or hotel while a
seasoned traveler might have gained enough experience with the area
to know that an independent hotel offers a much better deal. The
main point of this is to lay another stone in a foundation for
justifying the treatment of an individual based on his race or
ethnicity.

The next
section is devoted to sorting and labeling people and begins with
an example of a storewide policy against accepting personal checks.
His point is that it makes sense for the store to turn down a
personal check from a Rockefeller even though it will accept a
credit card from an unemployed laborer. This example does not do
much to advance the cause partially because it ignores the fact
that one advantage of a credit card is that the merchant is assured
of getting his money when he gets the approval from the credit card
company as part of the transaction. It is also just too mundane an
example of the advantages of generic policies which eliminate the
need for a retail clerk to know anything about a customer or to
evaluate the customer’s trustworthiness. He follows this with an
example of the difference in the relevance of SAT scores when
applying to a large state university or a small private college.
The small college may be dealing with applications in a way that
make it feasible for them to overlook a low SAT score if there are
other attractive characteristics in an individual applicant while
the number of applicants to the state university require the
increased efficiency of eliminating large numbers of applicants
simply on the basis of their SAT scores.

Finally Sowell gets to what seems to be his real
reason for examining sorting and labeling, and, rather than risk
misrepresenting the tenor or substance of his argument, I am
inclined first to quote him at some length:

Most objections to sorting and labeling in general –
and particularly to the sorting and labeling of people – are based
on ignoring the costs of knowledge, or ignoring
differences in the cost of knowledge between one
decision-making process and another. Even objections on purely
moral grounds to “discrimination” against various groups often turn
out to involve ignoring knowledge costs. When an individual from a
group with a certain behavior pattern has a very different behavior
pattern himself, judging him according to the group pattern, and
making decisions accordingly, may impose serious costs on that
individual. It also imposes costs (foregone opportunities) on the
other person who made the incorrect assessment – and therefore
provides an incentive for seeking alternative methods of
assessment, if such are available at a cost commensurate with the
benefit. However, insofar as the factual basis of the group
assessment is accurate, the only cost paid by the group as a
whole are costs created by its own behavior.

Those group members who do not in fact create such
costs may pay a high price for being in the same category with
others who do – and the cost-creators in turn pay correspondingly
less than the costs created by their own behavior. It might be
desirable from a moral or political point of view that public
policy diffuse those costs over the general population rather than
leave them concentrated on blameless individuals in the same
category. That is a question of policy which depends on more
variables than those being considered here. For the present
analysis, the point is that group discrimination – costs
imposed by group A as a whole on group B as a whole – is not proved
by showing (in retrospect) that individuals of identical relevant
characteristics are treated differently (in prospect) when they
come from group A rather than group B. The two individuals may have
identical probabilities of repaying credit, abstaining from
violence, being a considerate neighbor, and contributing
intelligent ideas. But only God can know that in advance free of
charge. The cost of knowledge of these individuals’ characteristics
may be very different when the individual comes from Group A than
from group B, if these two groups as a whole differ in any of these
characteristics.

Psychological and political “realities” often lead
to rhetoric which camouflages, or even boldly misstates, the causes
of cost burdens, as well at the nature of the proposed remedies.
[5.22]

What exactly is going on here? He moves from an
explanation of the mistake underlying objections to sorting and
labeling of people to an assertion that rhetoric is used to conceal
the real nature of the sorting and labeling as well as the nature
of the proposals stemming from this misunderstanding of the
situation. He does qualify the analysis with “most” and ”often” so
that he is not making a blanket criticism of all objections to
sorting and labeling. “Discrimination” is put in quotes to indicate
that it involves some kind of misunderstanding or
mischaracterization of the process it implicitly criticizes. He
also skates over what is surely a central issue when he says,
“…insofar as the factual basis of the group assessment is
accurate.” His logic is based on a distinction between group
discrimination and individual discrimination, and he seems
primarily concerned with claims of group discrimination even though
he is describing the costs incurred by one individual having to
make a decision about another. His argument seems to be that
objecting to discrimination by citing an instance where some
individual suffers from it is not legitimate because it ignores the
“cost savings” involved in basing the treatment of an individual on
the perceived characteristics of some group to which he
belongs.

I confess my initial reaction to this passage is
that he is forcing something into a conceptual framework that seems
inappropriate, and it is not clear to me why he wants to do so. It
seems to me that one can instantiate the framework in a way that
makes it outrageous on the face of it. I own a bank and at some
point in the past we concluded that Afro-Americans were bad credit
risks so we established a policy of making no loans to
Afro-Americans. I am therefore perfectly rational and justified in
telling the applicant sitting in front of me that I cannot give him
a loan even though he has an MBA from Harvard because his skin is
too dark. How does this not fit into Sowell’s framework? Assume at
some point the bank or some consulting firm did a statistical
analysis of loans that clearly showed a correlation between skin
color and risk of default. The applicant is a member of the group
with the high default risk (even though there is, of course, no
evidence of anything like a causal relationship between skin color
and financial responsibility). We have plenty of other loan
applicants with lighter color skin so the missed opportunity costs
for the bank in denying the loan are minimal. I have saved the bank
the time and effort of doing a significant credit or background
check on the applicant, so my decision to deny the loan is
“rational.” Needless to say I consider this reasoning to be
specious and morally offensive. I also have to assume that Sowell
is not really saying this. One can change the “variable” of skin
color to that of last names ending in “ski” or “sky,” and the same
logic would hold if the statistics associated high default with
those names. I have to assume that Sowell intends the accuracy of
the group assessment to include convincing evidence of a causal
connection between the group characteristic and the behavior
associated with the group, and this is, of course, part of the
substance of any debate about discrimination. Perhaps the examples
Sowell provides will clarify the principles to be used in applying
this analysis to examples of sorting and labeling.

The first example he analyzes is that of members
of an ethnic group who seek to escape ghettos and move into other
neighborhoods where they are not welcomed. Those trying to move
complain of prejudice or as he puts it “an imposition of costs on
the whole group from which they are fleeing by those groups towards
whom they are fleeing.”

But no amount of impersonal phrasing about wanting
to escape “slums” or the “conditions” there can change the basic
fact that what is being attempted is to move away from
people whose behavior is regarded as offensive. For
exactly the same reason, there is resistance or flight by those in
surrounding neighborhoods. Painful as this situation is for all
concerned, it is made even more difficult to resolve when the
rhetorical misstatement of it becomes a basis for insisting that
not only the cost-bearing victims among the excluded group but also
the cost-creating members of the same group be relocated. Sometimes
this goes beyond the “fair housing” approach of creating a legal
right to relocate anywhere on one’s own initiative, to a government
policy of creating financial incentives to undo sorting and
labeling by deliberately locating subsidized housing in
neighborhoods different from those normally inhabited by the
tenants – or even more directly, forcing excluded groups to
relocate by demolition of their dwelling by “urban renewal.”

At some point in these political developments, those
who believe the rhetoric literally may be puzzled to find
themselves opposed by those excluded people who were initially
their allies. Cost bearing members of excluded groups are often
much clearer as to what they are doing in trying to sort themselves
out from cost-creating members of the same group. The last thing
they want to do is to import into their new environment the same
cost-creating people whom they have fled. [5.23]

Eventually he concludes that “even the principal
victims of that form of social sorting and labeling known as racial
segregation do not object to sorting and labeling, as such, but
object instead to racial segregation for preventing them
from sorting and labeling on other (nonracial) bases.”
[5.24]

Obviously Sowell knows whereof he speaks since
he has probably experienced a fair amount of sorting and labeling
by race in the course of his own life, but I do question the
generalized conclusion that everyone wishing to move out of an
ethnic ghetto is trying to move away from behavior they regard as
offensive. Surely some of them are simply trying to move to more
attractive neighborhoods with nicer homes or apartments. There are
such things as “slums,” and anyone who lived in them would be
anxious to relocate regardless of how his neighbors behaved. The
“conditions” may well include poor heating and plumbing,
long-deferred maintenance to the point of safety risks, pest
infestations, crowding and a lack of privacy as well as offensive
behavior among the neighbors. To pretend otherwise strikes me a
willfully perverse.

I also think it is stretching it a bit to
interpret discrimination purely in terms of behavior that is
regarded as offensive. Perhaps Sowell thinks that what people do is
the only thing that really matters about who they are, but I
suspect discrimination and prejudice can also involve other aspects
of who they are. To claim that members of an ethnic minority want
to move out of ghettos for the same reasons that members of other
ethnic groups resist letting them move into their neighborhoods
also seems questionable to me. Wanting to assimilate or move up is
not the same as finding ethnic behavior patterns “offensive.” More
importantly “offensive” behavior patterns are not necessarily a
function of ethnicity, and it is precisely this connection that is
challenged in charges of discrimination. Even if the behavior
patterns are associated with an ethnic group, simply finding them
“offensive” is an indication of intolerance, unless the behavior
patterns are criminal.

Sowell uses the example of blacks in
middle-class neighborhoods opposing the building of low-income
housing in these neighborhoods. That liberals could view this as
inconsistent with the original claim that blacks had the right to
live in this neighborhood is for Sowell an indication of the way in
which the original issue has been distorted by the rhetoric of
“fair housing.”

When the building of low-income housing projects in
middle-class neighborhoods has been bitterly opposed by blacks
already living in such neighborhoods, many white liberals have been
shocked by the apparent inconsistency of such behavior with the
rhetoric which they and middle-class blacks have shared in earlier
struggles for “fair housing” laws. The middle-class blacks are,
however, behaviorally consistent in continuing to sort and
label by social characteristics (other than race) even if this
means opposing former white allies to whom rhetorical consistency
is more important. [5.25]

This strikes me as a conflation of racial
prejudice with class prejudice. Middle class blacks may want to
dissociate themselves from the poor just as many of their other
neighbors might. The original resistance was not to inclusion of
lower income families in the neighborhood since the middle-class
blacks did not need subsidized housing in order to move there.
Whether or not “mixed neighborhoods” designed to include a wider
range of social strata are an effective means of reducing
intolerance or increasing social solidarity is a completely
separate issue from racial or ethnic discrimination, but Sowell
does not make this clear. Instead he obscures it with the
generalized concept of “cost-creators.” Sowell’s initial point is
that the blacks are choosing to sort and label themselves by some
category other than race while the resistance to their move was
based purely on race, but he connects that to a debate over
subsidized low-income housing.

The connotations of “fair housing” presumably
stem from the Fair Housing Act, which prohibits discrimination on
the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, familial
status or handicap. I am not sure what elements of the rhetoric
used in the struggle to enact the law could be construed as
advocating subsidized low-income housing in middle-class
neighborhoods. It could only be by extension based on some
underlying principle that one can assume that an advocate of fair
housing is also an advocate of mixed neighborhoods. Sowell does not
give any examples of the rhetoric he has in mind that confuses fair
housing with mixed neighborhoods. Presumably he could find some
arguments equating discrimination in terms of social class with
discrimination in terms of race.

Describing discrimination in terms of
“cost-creators” whose “offensive behavior” is the reason for
“sorting and labeling” a group seems to me to relocate the source
of discrimination to the people normally considered to be victims
of discrimination rather than the people who actually discriminate.
The drift of his reasoning seems to be to justify discrimination as
a “cost-saving” form of “knowledge” on which decisions can be
based, but surely this type of “cost-saving” is exactly what is
being challenged in charges of discrimination. Obviously prejudice
is easy to come by but that is no reason to base a decision on it.
One might equally claim that the dogmatism based on the prevailing
vision is a cost-saving form of knowledge on which decisions can be
based. Clearly there is something else driving Sowell’s
thought.

Another point Sowell emphasizes is that
objecting to one form of sorting and labeling is not the same as
objecting to sorting and labeling as such. His middle-class blacks
objected to being sorted and labeled by race but insisted on the
right to sort and label by income or perhaps some other aspect of
social status.

Students of black social history have long noted the
difficulties of the small black middle class in attempting to
preserve and perpetuate its values and behavior patterns while
surrounded by people with very different values and behavior
patterns, whom they are forced to live among because the larger
society’s sorting and labeling categories were coarse enough not to
go beyond race. [5.26]

I am not a student of black social history, but
this sounds like a peculiar perspective on segregation. I assume
the argument is that the black middle class was so small that it
could not create sufficiently large enclaves within a segregated
community to avoid contact with the lower class black citizens, and
as a result the children of the middle class were easily infected
with the behavior patterns and values of the lower class.
Middle-class blacks, therefore, objected to segregation not because
it is an offense against their entire race, but because it limited
their ability to move up in society and to dissociate themselves
from others of their race whose values and behavior they dislike.
An example of how rhetoric might be used to color a “rational”
argument would be to recast this argument as an observation that
middle-class blacks can be just as snobbish as middle-class whites.
The problem with the logic itself, however, is that it can be
turned around to oppose integration even in the middle class, if
there are any significant differences in values and behavior
patterns between middle-class blacks and middle-class whites. Finer
sorting and labeling might well support zoning based on all manner
of ethnic, religious, economic or cultural criteria.

I am not sure that any argument against racial
discrimination was ever based on a fundamental objection to all
forms of sorting and labeling, but Sowell sees it as an issue.

Objection to sorting and labeling, as such, is an
entirely different phenomenon, supported by an entirely different
group of people, and taking many forms: objections to school
grades, occupational hierarchies, institutional authority, I.Q.
tests, and all forms of address, attire, residence or workplace
differentiation of status or function. Even among individuals,
organizations, and whole societies which have cast away particular
forms of sorting and labeling, substitute forms reappear, even
amidst the most ostentatious egalitarianism. Everyone may be called
“comrade,” but some comrades have the power of life and death over
other comrades. [5.27]

There have been utopian radicals who opposed all
forms of hierarchical thinking or social institutions, but any of
the “forms” Sowell sees this taking could also be just an objection
to a specific basis for “sorting and labeling” without implying
some form of utopian egalitarianism that eschewed all judgment
based on generalizations about a group of people. No one except a
pig in Animal Farm would seriously claim that a Soviet-style
totalitarian dictatorship had eliminated hierarchy. Perhaps I am
making too much of Sowell’s aside about objecting to sorting and
labeling as such. His real point seems to be that the social
benefits of sorting and labeling are often misunderstood.

His next example is that the distinction between
graduate and dropout provides employers useful information about
character traits as well as educational level. He disputes the
conclusion that higher income levels among graduates is an
indication of the value of education as such rather than
attributing it to the perseverance and other character traits that
enabled the graduates to graduate. This strikes me as a non-issue.
I would assume any human resources manager who specified “high
school graduate” as a necessary qualification for a job is not
really interested in the specifics of the graduate’s curriculum and
is using it as a filter for personality traits or character.

His discussion of the “publish or perish”
requirements for college professors, however, seems to me to miss
the mark and distort the issue, at least as I understand it.

Those academics with substantial ability and little
desire to publish may be “underrated” by this system, but this
reflects in part the high cost which their reticence imposes on
institutions which must sort and label faculty members by some
system for the apportionment of rewards. If those with such
reluctance to publish are willing to forego the reward in order to
avoid the bother, it may be a perfectly rational result for both
the institution and the individual. The question of the relative
weight of publication and other factors – teaching, administrative
responsibilities, etc. – is a different question. The “publish or
perish” policy implies only that scholarly ability is one essential
characteristic that must be sorted and labeled. [5.28]

I always assumed the implication of “publish or
perish” was that publishing was viewed as a requirement for keeping
the job and being considered for tenure. It was not simply that
publishing was regarded as another factor along with teaching
ability. The whole point of the objection was that colleges were
losing sight of the most important function of their professors and
becoming research institutions rather than educational
institutions. That publication is an excellent way to demonstrate
the quality of one’s scholarly work is not likely to be disputed.
It is still difficult to see what Sowell is getting at in his
analysis of sorting and labeling.

He makes another distinction between the
“general social benefits” of sorting and labeling and “the
differential gains of those judged favorably or those who
interact with favorably judged individuals.”

Greater social gains come from the greater ease of
matching individuals and circumstances, so as to maximize benefits
and minimize costs. … Even the “losers” in a sorting process may
end up better off than they would have been without sorting. It is
not a zero-sum process. Those social classes or ethnic groups whose
behavior patterns are offensive to others may find a more
sympathetic reception among neighbors who share their values and
priorities. For purposes of understanding the value of sorting and
labeling, it is unnecessary to agree with any particular set of
values as to what is a “better” or “higher” standard. It is enough
that there are different values, so that sorting people out
can improve everyone’s position by their own respective values.
[5.29]

This again sounds like a general argument in
favor of all kinds of ethnic, racial and religious segregation.
What does it mean to “sort people out” and improve “their
position?” He has not been exclusively discussing voluntary
association. He has been talking about labeling applied by others,
and it is hard to see how the “losers” in such sorting can be
benefiting. I am hearing echoes of “You people are better off
sticking with your own kind.” Did Native Americans benefit from
being pushed onto reservations? Do high school dropouts find any
improvement when their job applications are sorted out and all
filed together in the wastebasket?

The last section of Sowell’s discussion of
sorting and labeling in this context is devoted to consideration of
the “fineness” of the sorting and the way in which cruder sorting
may yield more benefits. He cites two examples of “group
punishment” which are beneficial. The first is the small military
unit which is punished as a group for the misdeeds of one unknown
member of the group. The commander avoids the cost of finding our
who the guilty individual is and relies on the dynamic of the group
to deal with it by punishing the individual themselves or by
exerting discipline internally to prevent a future occurrence of
the violation. There is a benefit not only of avoiding costs of
investigation but also of increasing the discipline and solidarity
of a fighting unit. The second example he gives is the way in which
some cultures ostracize an entire family for behavior of one member
even though the guilty party is well known to all. Sowell sees the
benefit of this custom in terms of the incentive it provides for
families to insure that all their members behave properly. He
attributes to this tradition the relative lack of juvenile
delinquency in Japanese-American and Chinese-American
communities.

The virtual non-existence of juvenile delinquency
among those raised in the traditional Oriental community in the
United States is striking evidence of the social effectiveness of
sorting and labeling by larger units which are able to exert
internal control over the individual better than public
institutions can. [5.30]

In this case the sorting and labeling is
embedded in a tradition of a community and is really part of the
ethos of that community in terms of family honor. It achieves a
result that is valued by society at large so that it is accepted or
tolerated even though the traditions of the larger society may
frown on the perceived injustice to other members of the ostracized
family. Other foreign traditions which relied on family honor to
enforce behavioral norms might not be tolerated if the injustice to
the family were too great or the behavior that was enforced was
itself perceived as unjust. Traditional Islamic enforcement of
roles for women is an obvious example of a use of this form of
sorting and labeling that is not likely to be tolerated in the
United States. All that seems to be proved by this is that some
forms of sorting and labeling facilitate socially desirable goals
while others do not. Again the issue is not the sorting and
labeling so much as the purposes for which it is employed.

One of the ideas driving Sowell may be the
virtue of cultural assimilation. This is suggested when he
discusses the social benefits of anti-Semitism in the late
19th century.

When the massive immigration of Eastern European
Jews to America began in the 1880s, there was already a small
German-Jewish community in the United States, and they were alarmed
at being categorized with their co-religionists from a wholly
different cultural and socioeconomic background. Yet despite their
initial efforts to disassociate themselves from the Eastern
European Jews, the public at large tended to lump all Jews
together, and to become more anti-Semitic as a result of the new
unassimilated arrivals. Again, despite the retrospective injustice
for the more gross sorting and labeling categories, this provided
an incentive for the more Americanized, cultured, and economically
successful German Jews to assume some responsibility for helping
the Eastern European Jews towards similar success and acceptability
in their new culture. … Judging each person “as an individual”
would have removed this incentive. The position here is not to
claim that sorting and labeling categories should be larger than
the individual. The point is simply to bring out the social
trade-off that is involved between retrospective individual justice
and prospective social control. [5.31]

Perhaps the rationale of his analysis of sorting
and labeling would be more apparent if I were familiar with
Sowell’s arguments against affirmative action. On the surface this
last bit sounds as though it is saying that prejudice and
intolerance promote cultural assimilation and therefore provide a
benefit to society as a whole even though they involve injustice to
some individuals.

What has Sowell really achieved by recasting
“discrimination” as “sorting and labeling?” His focus is on social
trade-offs and one of the trade-offs affected by “sorting and
labeling” is that between “retrospective individual justice” and
“prospective social control.” I assume social control should not be
understood in terms of social engineering but in terms of any force
tending to promote the cohesion and survival of a society. Sowell
seems to see them in the customs or traditions of organizations or
communities rather than in society at large. His final illustration
is that of the way in which organized crime limits violence
associated with robbery.

When crime is organized into larger units, however,
these larger units have an incentive to minimize public outcry per
unit of economic crime, which usually means reducing the amount of
“senseless” violence against the victims. In short, with organized
crime as with Oriental families, internalizing the external costs
created by individuals means greater social control and greater
responsiveness to public reactions which might safely be ignored by
an individual malefactor whose identity was unknown to authorities
or whose guilt would be difficult to establish through formal legal
processes. In both cases, the source of this greater control is the
lower cost of knowledge by those with whom he is closely
associated. The relative abandon with which organized crime figures
kill each other only reinforces the point; there is little or no
public outcry at the death of a mobster. [5.32]

I have some trouble following this. I gather the
individual who might otherwise shoot the victim he is robbing is
inhibited from doing so because he knows his boss will not approve
and may punish him for doing so. The control over this individual’s
behavior is more effective because it is exercised by the
organization or community within which he lives and earns his
livelihood rather than being exercised by the society at large. His
boss will hold him accountable for the killing because he knows
about the robbery. The police are not privy to plans for the
robbery and have a much “higher cost” associated with investigating
the crime and finding the perpetrator. How this relates to sorting
and labeling or even retrospective justice is unclear to me. Who or
what is being sorted and labeled? What the military squad, the
Asian family and the Mafia family all have in common is that they
are tightly knit, share goals and have moral, psychological or
physical methods for controlling the behavior of individual
members. The military squad and the Asian family, however, are
subject to punishment from some recognized external authority who
punishes the group instead of the individual. With the Mafia
perhaps the external authority is the community police who will
“crack down” on criminal activity if there is too much violence
associated with economic crime. The analogy seems strained.
Instances like this make me wonder if part of the appeal of
Sowell’s writing is its “novelty.” What starts as an analysis of
how rhetoric about “discrimination” distorts the true nature of the
social process ends with an explanation of why organized crime
would be concerned to limit violence associated with robbery.
References to the Mafia may be almost as useful as references to
Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia in terms of keeping the burner on
high.

Again I have to ask what has been accomplished
by the analysis of sorting and labeling. Will Sowell have made his
case if I agree that there are many instances in which sorting and
labeling of people is justified as a basis for making a decision?
If so, I believe he could have achieved this goal in one paragraph
without even having to use the term “sorting and labeling” instead
of “classifying according to categories.” He seems to be after
something more. I could agree completely that sorting and labeling
is a necessary process and still disagree violently about the
specific type of sorting and labeling involved in racial
segregation or some other form of discrimination.

One clue as to what Sowell is after in his
analysis of sorting and labeling may be in his comments about
judging each person as an individual.

There is a fatal charm about the idea of “judging
each person as an individual.” Our sympathies immediately go out to
the person who has been “wrongly” denied a job, credit, college
admission, or an opportunity to participate in some activity
because that person fails to meet certain “arbitrary” requirements,
but demonstrably should have been acceptable because of other
considerations. [5.33]

The problem with judging each person as an
individual is that it may ignore the “costs” of doing so. An
emotional appeal to judge individually distracts from any
consideration of those costs. Appealing to sympathy constitutes a
“fatal charm” because it seduces people into supporting policies
based on irrational grounds rather than a realistic analysis of the
costs and benefits incurred in implementing the policy. The
implication is that judging every case individually is unrealistic.
Judging each person as an individual is perhaps an ideal, which can
never be fully realized but which implies that some sort of
injustice may be done to the individual when we judge him according
to a generalization. Sowell calls that injustice “retrospective
injustice” and insists that it must be evaluated in the context of
the decision-making process that involves a trade-off between it
and the “costs” of acquiring knowledge required to avoid it. The
examples he supplies may illustrate this, but Sowell seems to be
pushing beyond this relatively mundane point.

Nothing is easier for an expert than to show
instances where things, activities, and people were misjudged. What
is misleading is to imply that therefore wrong methods or sorting
and labeling were used. [5.34]

Since sorting and labeling inevitably involves
misrepresentation to some degree depending on the “fineness” of the
sorting, discovering instances of this misrepresentation at the
root of “mistaken” decisions based on the sorting and labeling does
not in itself imply that the sorting and labeling methods are
wrong. Nor would the absence of a mistake necessarily imply that
the sorting and labeling methods were really appropriate or
“right.” Sorting and labeling methods must be evaluated not only in
terms of their potential for misrepresentation but relative to
other methods which might be more relevant and result in more
benign misrepresentations or injustices. Objecting to the fact that
a member of a minority is denied a bank loan simply because he is a
member of a minority amounts to a demand that the methods for
sorting and labeling loan applicants be based on more relevant
criteria than ethnicity. Sowell seems to want to shut down this
debate by simply rejecting any analysis that starts with the
injustice to an individual and looks for the cause in some
inappropriate stereotyping of that individual. His argument surely
only holds if every form of stereotyping is based on accurate data
about the group and therefore not subject to the accusations
implicit in the label of “stereotype.”

If stereotyping used by loan officers is
inaccurate, then the rhetoric enlisting sympathy for the victim of
injustice serves a useful purpose in generating public pressure on
the bank to reevaluate its policies or on the government to require
the bank to do so. It helps the outsider understand an aspect of
the situation that he might otherwise ignore, and it energizes the
desire to find a better policy for evaluating loan applications. I
imagine Sowell’s response to this would be that no outsider can
have a better understanding of the criteria for evaluating loan
applications than the bank officers charged with setting the
policies. Such policies, however, are presumably based on rational
analysis and not just intuition or custom. Management consultants
by definition are outsiders who can evaluate policies of a business
better than the managers of the business, partially because it may
be easier for them to see the “bigger picture.” In the case of loan
applications the bigger picture may include larger social costs
rather than just the short-term profitability of the bank.

Once again I find myself back at square one. I
have devoted perhaps an inordinate amount of effort to an analysis
a ten-page section of one of Sowell’s earlier books, and I still do
not understand the real point of what he is saying. The examples he
cites do not seem to add up to a coherent perspective on the role
of “sorting and labeling” in social decisions, and the conceptual
analysis seems to be dependent upon the examples in some way. This
seems to me to be symptomatic of Sowell’s style in general. He
tends to argue by example, and the examples appear to serve more of
a rhetorical function than a rational or scientific function as
data in support of a theory. They make an impression on the reader,
often because of their contrariness, and sweep the reader along as
he lays out a conceptual framework that in the end appears somewhat
arbitrary.

While I am inclined to conclude that this
section of the book was simply half-baked and somewhat confused, I
also want to figure out where it is coming from and what it says
about Sowell’s overall outlook on human nature and society. If I
really want to understand someone, it seems to me I have to give
them the benefit of the doubt and assume that what they say,
especially when they are attempting to explain their views
systematically, is rooted in a coherent core of beliefs or
attitudes. It is tempting sometimes to “explain” alien ideas by
means of some kind of psychoanalysis of the author, and there is a
blurred line sometimes between such explanations and an attempt to
interpret the “real” roots of some argument or concern.

The single most prominent overarching idea in
Sowell is probably his belief in the efficacy of free markets and
his extension of that belief to all social processes. Underlying
this may be a commitment to individual liberty in some form, which
I shall attempt to explore later. His concern with “sorting and
labeling” seems to be related to his opposition to intervention in
the “normal” functioning of social processes. Some interventionist
policies are supported by objections to “discrimination” or
“stereotyping,” and he attempts to show that such objections are
based on a misunderstanding of the social benefits of “sorting and
labeling.” I gather that Sowell argues elsewhere that competitive
markets tend to make the costs of discrimination prohibitive at
least in terms of discrimination in the workplace. [5.35] He does not
explicitly make that argument in this discussion of “sorting and
labeling” although it may be implicit in some of what he says.

My conclusion is that the analysis of sorting
and labeling in Knowledge and Decisions is driven by this
objection to interventionist policies and glosses over some of the
logical implications of what he is saying. In this sense the
appearance of rationality is really a rhetorical strategy much like
a debating technique. The issue of sorting and labeling does not
play a role in A Conflict of Visions or The Vision of the
Anointed, but it does resurface in Intellectuals and
Society.

Armies sort people into ranks, colleges sort
applicants into ranges of SAT scores, and virtually everyone else
sorts people by innumerable other criteria. Many, if not most, of
these sorting methods are criticized by the intelligentsia, who
fail to appreciate the scarcity and high cost of knowledge – and
the necessity of making decisions despite that scarcity and high
cost, which necessarily includes the costs of mistakes. The risks
of making decisions with incomplete knowledge (there being no other
kind) are part of the tragedy of the human condition. However, that
has not stopped intellectuals from criticizing the inherent risks
that turn out badly in everything from pharmaceutical drugs to
military operations – nor does it stop them from helping create a
general atmosphere of unfulfillable expectations in which “the
thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to” become a thousand
bases for lawsuits.

Without some sense of the tragedy of the human
condition, it is all too easy to consider anything that goes wrong
as being somebody’s fault.

It is common for intellectuals to act as if their
special kind of knowledge of generalities can and should substitute
for, and override, the mundane specific knowledge of others. This
emphasis on the special knowledge of intellectuals often leads to
dismissing of mundane, first-hand knowledge as “prejudices” or
“stereotypes,” in favor of abstract beliefs common among the
intelligentsia, who may have little or no first-hand knowledge of
the individuals, organizations or concrete circumstances involved.
Moreover, such attitudes are not only disseminated far beyond the
ranks of the intelligentsia, they have become the basis of
policies, laws, and judicial decisions. [5.36]

Here the intellectuals seem to be
advocating an application of generalized knowledge rather than
calling for each person to be judged individually, but the real
import is the idea that “mundane, first-hand knowledge” is better
as the basis for decision-making than “specialized knowledge of
generalities.” The new angles are the desire to blame someone for
mistakes that are inevitable and the creation of unfulfillable
expectations. All that Sowell really does here is to make a play to
recast “prejudices” and “stereotypes” in a more neutral form as
“mundane, first-hand knowledge,” the value of which is
unappreciated by intellectuals. He illustrates the consequences of
this with the discussions of “age discrimination,” Theodore
Roosevelt’s attitude towards Indians, Cicero’s advice about British
slaves and the Duke lacrosse team, which were examined earlier.
[5.37]


 


Rationality and
Rhetoric: Strategies of the Anointed

The Vision of the Anointed has two major
themes: 1) policies based on the prevailing vision since the 1960s
have backfired and 2) those failed policies have not been abandoned
or corrected because of the rhetorical strategies with which the
intellectual / liberal elite suppress evidence of failure. If
Sowell had been content just to debate the success or failure of
specific policies, I would never have attempted to analyze his
philosophical or sociological assumptions, although I might have
occasionally read what he had to say about policies that
particularly concerned me. I shall make no attempt here to evaluate
the statistical or anecdotal evidence Sowell provides to show how
various policies have failed. Others are far more qualified to do
that. [6.1] I am more interested in the context of that
debate and whether Sowell sheds light on the obstacles to
substantive debate that seem at times to have become
insurmountable.

For 20 or 30 years Sowell has been sounding the
alarm about the direction in which our society seems to be headed.
His efforts to find the underlying causes for the changes he saw
led him to his theory of “visions” which produce ideological
differences. The “unconstrained vision” (aka “the vision of the
anointed”) became the prevailing vision and has been guiding policy
for 50 years.

After the vision of the anointed was given
increasing scope in the education and public policy of the United
States and other Western societies during the decades beginning
with the 1960s, the social degeneration became palpable, documented
beyond issue, and immense across a wide spectrum of social
phenomena – declining educational standards, rising crime rates,
broken homes, soaring rates of teenage pregnancy, growing drug
usage, and unprecedented levels of suicide among adolescents. This
social devastation was not due to poverty, for the material
standard of living was rising substantially during this time. It
was not due to repression, for an unprecedented variety of new
“rights” emerged from the courts and legislatures to liberate
people from the constraints of the law while they were being
liberated from social constraints by the spread of “nonjudgmental”
attitudes. Neither was the social degeneration due to the
disruptions of war or natural catastrophes, for it was an unusually
long period of peace, and science conquered many diseases that had
plagued the human race for centuries, as well as providing better
ways of protecting people from earthquakes and other destructive
acts of nature. It was instead an era of self-inflicted wounds.
[6.2]

The dominance of the unconstrained vision is
something that needs to be explained if it is responsible for this
social degeneration. As we have seen Sowell’s concept of a vision
is such that it should be capable of being validated. A vision can
be transformed into theories, which in turn can yield hypotheses to
be tested. Empirical data will then reveal whether the theory is
valid or not. This has not happened and, to the extent that social
policies based on the prevailing vision are failing, the evidence
against the vision is simply being ignored. Sowell is therefore
faced with the task of explaining why evidence is ignored. His
explanation that the vision of the anointed is self-perpetuating
because it is a form of self-congratulation or self-flattery seems
to indicate that an elite has put one over on the country in order
to bolster their own sense of superiority.

In the anointed we find a whole class of supposedly
“thinking people” who do remarkably little thinking about substance
and a great deal of verbal expression. In order that this
relatively small group of people can believe themselves wiser and
nobler than the common herd, we have adopted policies which impose
heavy costs on millions of other human beings, not only in taxes
but also in lost jobs, social disintegration, and a loss of
personal safety. Seldom has so few cost so much to so many.
[6.3]

This may be a nice kicker with which to end his
book, but it just begs the question of why “we” have adopted
policies proposed purely for the emotional or psychological benefit
of a small group. Presumably we have adopted these policies because
we have also subscribed to the vision and derive the psychic
benefits as well. Another explanation is that it is just easier to
go along with the prevailing vision.

Practical politics, of course, has many dimensions
besides visions. However, some kinds of visions are more congenial
to the political world. The prevailing vision of the anointed is
particularly well adapted to politics and the tragic vision
particularly ill-suited. Anyone can see a “problem” before one’s
eyes and wish to “solve” it, or see an “unmet need” and wish to
supply it. What is more difficult is to understand the implications
of systemic causation within constrained options. The easier and
more emotionally satisfying vision is clearly the vision of the
anointed. Politicians can more readily reduce it to slogans and
images, and the media can more readily dramatize it. [6.4]

In his review of The Vision of the
Anointed Roger Kimball says, “In the largest sense, The
Vision of the Anointed is a book about the perils of ideology –
those dazzling intellectual-moral constructions that seduce the
unwary into ignoring the way the world works for the sake of dreams
about the way it must work.” [6.5] Kimball is not Sowell and, though he
praises Sowell’s work, I think ultimately their political views
have very different roots. Nonetheless, it is telling that a
sympathetic reader would equate the vision of the anointed with an
ideology and refer to how it can “seduce the unwary.” “Ideology” is
not a term that Sowell uses often, perhaps because of its Marxist
associations, but it is difficult to see how a “vision,” or at
least the prevailing vision, differs from an “ideology.” Initially
in Knowledge and Decisions he uses “ideological” to describe
a type of vision.

Virtually everyone has political opinions, but not
everyone has a political vision – a central set of premises from
which particular positions can be deduced as corollaries. These
premises may be religious, tribal, or ideological. What makes them
a coherent vision is the high degree of correlation among the
particular conclusions reached on highly different subjects. To a
racist, for example, the color of an individual’s skin may
determine a whole host of intellectual, more, aesthetic, political,
and even etiquette questions pertaining to that individual.

 An ideological vision is more than belief in a
principle. It is a belief that that principle is crucial or
overriding, so that other principles or even empirical facts must
give way when in conflict with it. The Inquisition had to reject
Galileo’s astronomical findings in the interests of a higher
vision, as the Nazi’s had to reject Einstein in spite of any
evidence about his theories or his individual abilities.

An ideology has been defined as a “systematic and
self-contained set of ideas supposedly dealing with the nature of
reality (usually social reality), or some segment of reality, and
of man’s relation (attitude, conduct) toward it; and calling for a
commitment independent of specific experience or events.”
[6.6]

The critical connotation of “ideology” for
Sowell here is the inherent commitment it involves. The commitment
is primary, and the ideas spell it out. If the ideas conflict with
experience or evidence, the experience or evidence must in some way
be discounted. Later in A Conflict of Visions when he worked
out the details of his idea of “visions,” he distinguishes a vision
from an ideology.

Yet visions are not mere emotional drives. On the
contrary, they have a remarkable logical consistency, even if those
devoted to these visions have seldom investigated that logic. Nor
are visions confined to zealots and ideologues. We all have
visions. They are the silent shapers of our thoughts.

Visions may be moral, political, economic, religious
or social. In these or other realms, we sacrifice for our visions
and sometimes, if need be, face ruin rather than betray them. Where
visions conflict irreconcilably, societies may be torn apart.
Conflicts of interest dominate the short run, but conflicts of
visions dominate history.

We will do almost anything for our visions, except
think about them. The purpose of this book is to think about them.
[6.7]

Sacrifice and facing ruin imply that one’s
identity is bound up with visions and that visions involve a level
of commitment comparable to that of an ideology. The point here is
not to quibble about terminology but to explore how visions are
acquired, how they may be altered and the role that rhetoric plays
in either process. If visions are silent shapers of our thought,
which we are loath to think about, what enables us to bring them to
consciousness and evaluate them. If the unwary can be seduced into
ignoring reality for the sake of dreams, what or who can wake them?
Is this not the function of an intellectual elite who might
therefore see itself as better in some way than the unwary
dreamers? If so, then it is not just the prevailing vision that
involves a self-perception as one of the anointed.

Sowell acknowledges that an individual’s vision
may change, and as we saw many of the opponents of the prevailing
vision were once under its sway. In the context of distinguishing
visions from moral principles or values, which he says are derived
from visions of causation, Sowell describes one way in which a
change of vision may occur.

The persistence of opposing visions in the same
society contrasts with major changes of vision that occur in
individuals. The large numbers of people, including leading
intellectuals, who have both embraced Marxism and then repudiated
Marxism are a striking example. So too are those who embrace or
relinquish various religious or secular creeds. These suggest that,
while the psychic costs of changing visions may be high, they are
not prohibitive – especially if the changes are gradual, rather
than “road to Damascus” conversions.

If conversions to and from Marxism turned on
differing moral valuation given to the same factual perceptions of
the consequences of capitalism and communism, it would be difficult
to explain why so many conversions occurred in one direction during
the Great Depression of the 1930s and in the opposite direction
after the Nazi-Soviet pact in 1939 or the Hungarian uprisings of
1956. The reordering of fundamental moral values so suddenly and
simultaneously among a large number of people throughout the
Western world hardly seems credible. Such conversions are far more
readily reconciled with changes in visions than in values. What
these cases in capitalist and communist countries brought was new,
massive and intensively insistent factual information about each
social system – not necessarily conclusive evidence but certainly
painful facts sufficient to cause many to reconsider. The heavy
impact of startling new information may shake or shatter an
individual’s vision, but does not in itself realign moral values.
Mass unemployment, hunger, the killing of innocents, the deliberate
degradation of the human spirit, or the cynical unleashing of war,
all inspire the same horror as before. What changes is the
perception of who or what is doing it and why.

The thrust of organized propaganda, especially in
totalitarian states, centers precisely on facts and causation as
the pivots of belief. [6.8]

This seems to imply it is the facts that are
persuasive. People may resist evidence in order to hold onto their
vision up to a point, but eventually the balance will tip and their
vision will change. If capitalism produces mass unemployment,
people will be inclined to accept a socialist or communist social
vision. Sowell does, however, say it is the perception which
changes, and I have to ask if “perception” has the same
connotations for him that it does for me. To my mind the perception
of facts is subject to change even if the supposed “facts” remain
the same. I, of course, tend to think of “facts” as being
interpretations of events. That is the only way in which I can see
that facts and causation could be the subject of propaganda or
“spin.” The perception of who or what is doing something often
seems to me to be an interpretation, and certainly a perception of
why they are doing it is an interpretation, even if it is simply an
acceptance of the justification they themselves offer.

As I have indicated I am not persuaded by Sowell
that visions of causation are more fundamental than moral
principles or values. In the next chapter we shall look at the
question of whether Sowell’s “tragic vision” may derive from a
commitment to individual liberty rather than the other way around,
but first I still need to sort out how rationality, rhetoric and
evidence are involved in the transmission of a vision. Sowell has a
great deal to say about the strategies employed by adherents of the
prevailing vision to maintain its dominance, but relatively little
to say about how the “tragic vision” may be able to replace the
“vision of the anointed” and become the prevailing vision.
Presentation of “the facts” alone does not seem to be sufficient.
Something more is required to rouse the public and encourage it to
make the effort to understand. One way to do this is by revealing
how it is being duped and manipulated by the elite. The Vision
of the Anointed is largely devoted to this task.

Sowell first characterizes the “great
ideological crusades of twentieth-century intellectuals” as all
having several key elements in common:

1. Assertions of a great danger to the whole
society, a danger to which the masses of people are oblivious.

2. An urgent need for action to avert impending
catastrophe.

3. A need for government to drastically curtail the
dangerous behavior of the many, in response to the prescient
conclusions of the few.

4. A disdainful dismissal of arguments to the
contrary as either uninformed, irresponsible, or motivated by
unworthy purposes. [6.9]

His point in this is mainly to characterize the
policies advocated by intellectuals as presumptuous. Since he lists
Keynesian economics as one of the crusades, I am inclined to
quibble about whether the masses of unemployed people during the
Depression were oblivious to the crisis, but the real issue to be
examined is how arguments by the opposition were dismissed. In the
following chapter he provides three examples of such crusades which
have failed dismally in his estimation and shows how advocates of
them responded to evidence of that failure by ignoring it,
redefining the goals of the programs, making the criteria for
success so subjective as to prohibit refutation, or reframing the
discussion to cast opposition in a morally unfavorable light. The
examples he chooses are the war on poverty, sex education, and
reform of the criminal justice system in terms of criminal rights.
I shall make no attempt to analyze Sowell’s arguments about the
failure of these programs, even though the strength of his overall
argument about the vision of the anointed depends on an
acknowledgement that policies stemming from it have failed. What I
am interested in here is his analysis of the response to charges
that the policies were failing.

With the war on poverty Sowell describes the
response first as a change in the goal of the policies from
reduction of dependency to a reduction of poverty by transferring
resources. He says that a program which was sold as a way of
reducing welfare costs in the long run was essentially evaluated in
terms of the numbers of people who had been lifted out of poverty
by government assistance. He also says the response attempted to
shift focus from the actual consequences of the policies to the
moral intent behind them and to frame any discussion in terms of
compassion so that opponents would be seen as uncaring. Finally if
anything pointed to a rise in poverty, the response was an
irrefutable claim about how much worse it would have been without
the programs in place.

If evidence was offered that government programs
in support of sex education did not reduce teenage pregnancy and
venereal disease, the response was in Sowell’s view largely a
matter of discrediting opposition to sex education as being
simplistic or even anti-democratic. Sowell describes the sex
education program as really having a much broader agenda than the
reduction of teenage pregnancy and venereal disease and as using
public concern about pregnancy and disease to implement a form of
“brainwashing” [6.10] to alter attitudes of the young towards
sexuality in general.

Only in the light of this agenda does it make sense
that so-called “sex education” should be advocated to take place
throughout the school years – from kindergarten to college – when
it could not possibly take that much time to teach basic biological
or medical information about sex. What takes that long is a
constant indoctrination in new attitudes. An example of such
indoctrination may be useful:

A popular sex instructional program for junior high
school students, aged 13 and 14, shows film strips of four naked
couples, two homosexual and two heterosexual, performing a variety
of sexually explicit acts, and teachers are warned with a
cautionary note from the sex educators not to show the material to
parents or friends: “Many of the materials in this program shown
outside the context of the program itself can evoke
misunderstanding and difficulties.”

Parents who learned of this program and protested
were quickly labeled “fundamentalists” and “rightwing extremists,”
even though they were in fact affluent Episcopalians in
Connecticut. Here is an almost textbook example of the vision of
the anointed, preempting the decisions of parents as to when and
how their own children shall be introduced to sex – and dismissing
out of hand those with different views. …

This utter certainty of being right, even to the
point of circumventing parents, is completely consistent with the
vision, however inconsistent it is with decades of empirical
evidence on the actual consequences of “healthy attitudes toward
sex” as promoted by “experts.” The key point about the sex
education crusade, from the standpoint of understanding the vision
of the anointed, is that evidence proved to be as irrelevant here
as on other issues. [6.11]

The response to evidence that reforms in
criminal justice in terms of criminal rights were benefiting
society was largely a matter of recasting opposition in terms of
“law and order” rhetoric and the need to address the real roots of
crime in terms of slum conditions. As with the other programs, it
is primarily a use of rhetoric, which is able to deflect attention
away from statistical evidence that policies are failing.

Sowell also describes some of the faulty
statistical techniques, which are used to massage the data so that
policies can appear to be more successful than they are.

Anyone who looks through enough statistics will
eventually find numbers that seem to confirm a given vision. Often,
the same set of statistics contains other numbers that seem to
confirm diametrically opposite conclusions. The same is true of
anecdotal “facts.” That is why evidence is different from
mere data, whether numerical or verbal. [6.12]

Perhaps the use of faulty statistics may be a
rhetorical strategy that is cynically employed to bolster an
argument or perhaps the statistical analysis may be blinded by the
commitment to the cause. Sowell sees faulty statistics being used
to support new proposals as well as to evade evidence that an
existing program is failing. I am no statistician, and I leave the
evaluation of statistical data to others. What concerns me is the
charge that faulty statistics are employed for reasons other than
the pursuit of the truth in an evaluation of a social program. One
reviewer has leveled this charge against Sowell’s own use of
statistics in an earlier book, Markets and Minorities.

The most disturbing thing about all this is neither
that Sowell used the wrong age data in Markets and
Minorities nor that he refuses to admit his mistake. All
scholars make occasional mistakes, and many are reluctant to admit
them. What I find truly disturbing is that Sowell never bothers to
make calculations like those in the previous paragraph. The data I
used for these calculations come from the very tables Sowell used
to calculate the median ages of Puerto Rican and Japanese family
heads. If he had really cared whether age played a significant part
in explaining ethnic inequality, he would surely have made such
calculations himself. While I am reluctant to question anyone’s
good faith, I find it hard to escape the conclusion that Sowell is
more interested in making debater’s points than in sorting out the
causes of economic inequality. [6.13]

I am enough of a naïve skeptic to feel that
statistics can be used to prove anything you want, and I do suspect
that often they are marshaled in support of an argument as a
rhetorical strategy on both sides of the political divide. Sowell’s
critiques of the technical errors in statistical arguments on
behalf of policies he opposes are probably valid. I certainly
understand his objections to equating correlation with causation,
although I feel less confidant of my grasp of his explanation of
the “residual fallacy” and of “changing assortments.” All the more
reason to leave the evaluation of statistical methods to the
statisticians.

Another strategy Sowell attributes to proponents
of the prevailing vision is what he labels “fictitious
history.”

Anyone can be wrong about the future. Often the
variables are so numerous, and the interactions so complex, that
the only real mistake was to have predicted in the first place.
Being wrong about the past is something else. Here the anointed’s
pattern of being often wrong but never in doubt cannot be explained
by the difficulties of interpreting numerous causal factors,
because the end results are already known and recorded. That the
record was not checked is only another sign of the great confidence
of those with the vision of the anointed – and the groundlessness
of that confidence. [6.14]

I do not follow his logic here. The fact that
the end results are “known and recorded” does not seem to me to
simplify the task of explaining their causes, even though it may
indeed be easier to explain the past than predict the future.
Sowell seems to be saying that the effects of certain causes are
known therefore there is no problem figuring out the causation. I
am inclined to think that history is partially a matter of
interpreting what the state of affairs actually is at any given
point and then interpreting what may have caused them.

Sowell’s case
may not be helped by citing as one of his principal examples of
fictitious history “the practice of attributing the soaring
national debt and other economic difficulties of recent years to
the past policies of the Reagan administration.” [6.15] He is
writing only five years after Reagan left office and later
concedes, “The point here is not to reassess the Reagan
administration – a task that can be left to future historians – but
to examine the role of evidence for the anointed.” [6.16] The
evidence ignored in this instance seems to be two things. First he
cites the ambiguities of the terms “tax cuts” or “tax cuts for the
rich” in terms of percentages versus actual dollars. Critics are
said to ignore the fact that receipts from taxes grew steadily
during Reagan’s administration and cites a report that those in the
top income brackets paid a higher “percentage of all taxes paid in
the country” than before. Sowell does not comment on the facts that
the rich paid less than they would have without the tax cuts, and
he attributes the greater deficit simply to the increase in
government expenditures, as though those increases were not a
result of the policies of the administration. The second type of
evidence ignored has to do with Reagan’s effectiveness as a leader
as compared with the assessment

of his personal abilities by liberals. I confess
I never understood Reagan’s charisma and always assumed he was just
a front man for others who were in control. In any event Sowell’s
arguments in this example strike me as every bit as contaminated by
“spin” as those of the anointed he is exposing.

What interests me more is the partial catalog
Sowell supplies of the techniques used by the anointed to evade
real debate.

There are too many discussion tactics that
substitute for substantive arguments to permit a comprehensive
survey. Half a dozen common substitutes may be illustrative,
however. They are (1) the “complex” and “simplistic” dichotomy; (2)
all-or-nothing rhetoric; (3) burying controversial specifics in
innocuous generalities; (4) shifting to the presumed viewpoint of
someone else, in lieu of supporting one’s own assertions with
evidence or logic; (5) declaring “rights;” and (6) making opaque
proclamations with an air of certainty and sophistication.
[6.17]

To make his point about the “complex” and
“simplistic” dichotomy, Sowell begins with a discussion of what
would be involved in an “exhaustive description” of a watch, citing
the complexity of the concept of time along with the complexity of
the internal workings of a watch as well as the complexity of how
it is manufactured and distributed. None of this complexity,
however, prevents us from using watches to tell time and no one
would claim that a decision to do something based on using a watch
was “simplistic” because it did not acknowledge all the
complexities involved in the watch. He generalizes from this to
point out that we need to rely on simplified understandings of
things.

A truly exhaustive description being never-ending,
we necessarily accept less than exhaustive descriptions all the
time. What is truly simpleminded is to use that fact
selectively to dismiss unpalatable conclusions, without
having to offer either evidence or logic, beyond the bare assertion
that these conclusions are “simplistic” in general or, more
specifically, because they left out some particular element.
Demonstrating that the omitted element changes the relevant
conclusion in some fundamental way is the real task – a task often
avoided merely by using the word “simplistic.” [6.18]

He moves from this immediately to a discussion
of “an underlying assumption that complex social phenomena cannot
have simple causes.” He cites how the passage of a relatively
simple law can have complex repercussions throughout society. He
acknowledges that complex phenomena may indeed have complex causes
but insists that appeals to complexity are often used to evade the
real issue.

Complex phenomena may, of course, also have complex
causes, but the a priori dogma that they cannot have simple
causes is part of the “complex” complex. It is one more way of
seeming to argue, without actually making any argument. It is also
one more example of the presumption of superior wisdom and/or
virtue that is at the heart of the vision of the anointed. As a
tactical matter, this dogma enables them to deny, on purely a
priori grounds, that their various “compassionate”
interventions in legal, economic, or social systems could have been
responsible for the many counterproductive consequences which have
so often followed. [6.19]

Obviously dismissing someone’s arguments out of
hand as “simplistic” is an obnoxious form of argument, and Sowell
is right in suggesting that appeals to complexity should indicate
an openness to divergent views rather than a dismissive attitude
towards them. In the absence of a specific example of this type of
argument I am inclined to suspect that it is a bit of a straw man.
References to an opponent's argument as simplistic may often be the
kind of tactic Sowell describes, but I think it may also be a
shorthand reference to some background issue the writer feels has
been adequately refuted elsewhere. The real substance of Sowell’s
charge, it seems to me, is not the rhetorical strategy but the
attitude he sees behind it. Later in the book he elaborates on the
disdain with which he feels the “anointed” regard the
“benighted.”

A concern that is important to the anointed is
called “a matter of principle,” while a concern that is important
to the benighted is called “an emotional issue.” Apparently other
people don’t have reasons or principles; all they have are
emotions. Often, when the media formally present both sides of an
issue, the reasons given by the anointed are “balanced” by the
emotions expressed by the benighted. Even when “both sides” are
presented in the media, seldom are the reasons for each side
presented.

The beliefs of the benighted are depicted as being
at best “perceptions,” more often “stereotypes,” and more bluntly
“false consciousness.” Such words – and many others to the same
effect – express not only a disdain for the firsthand experiences
of millions of people, but also a disregard of the systemic
processes which create incentives to be right and winnow out those
who are wrong too often. [6.20]

Once again we have the questions of when
confidence in one’s own understanding becomes presumption and
whether there are such things as stereotypes or false
consciousness. Sowell seems to want to imply that there are no
degrees of understanding or insight and that any attempt to
attribute opinions to anything other than principles or reasons is
simply a rhetorical tactic. (Another example of this form of
disdain might be the label of “knee-jerk liberal” used to imply
that some espousing the prevailing vision are doing so for
emotional or dogmatic reasons.) At times Sowell’s devaluation of
“articulated rationality” seems to imply that opinions based on
“firsthand experiences” are every bit as valid as opinions based on
thoughtful analysis. This either ignores the question of whether
the person providing the thoughtful analysis does not also have
equally valid “firsthand experience” or implies that the number of
people holding an opinion is a good indication of its validity. He
immediately invokes his concept of systematic rationality as the
counter to a claim to exceptional insight by any individual.

To illustrate how systemic processes create
incentives to be right, he discusses the debate about equal pay for
women.

For example, the oft-repeated claim that women
receive only about 60 percent of what men receive for doing the
same work ignores the competitive economic pressures which are
constantly winnowing out businesses. To say that women are paid 60
percent of what men receive for doing the same work is to say that
employers can afford to pay two male workers more than they pay
three female workers – the women producing 50 percent more output –
and still survive economically in a system so competitive that most
businesses go under inside of a decade. [6.21]

This strikes me not as an illustration of
disdain for the benighted but rather a neat bit of logical sleight
of hand by Sowell. If women are doing the same work for 60 percent
of the cost, then it makes economic sense to hire all women instead
of men, and Sowell even says it would be “economic insanity” to do
otherwise. For the same cost the business gets a 50 percent
increase in productivity by hiring women instead of men. The only
possible reason the business would not do that is that the women
are not in fact as productive and are being paid in proportion to
their productivity. I am not sure what Sowell might call this
tactic, but with a little arithmetic he manages to sweep under the
rug the whole issue of gender discrimination in employment. It is
entirely possible that the business prefers to hire men and will
only hire a woman if she accepts a lower wage. It is also possible
that the company does not hire all female workers because there are
not enough qualified women yet to fill all the jobs. The “systemic
process” involved in employment practices does not seem to leave
any room for personal preferences in the employer. He might prefer
not to hire minorities even though there were plenty of applicants
who were willing to work more cheaply. His preference might be
based on “firsthand experience” with workers from that minority (as
presumably Sowell would like to believe) or it might just be based
on his own dislike of minorities or fear of a similar dislike in
other employees or customers.

Sowell’s discussion of “all-or-nothing” rhetoric
uses as an example the phrase “the so-called ‘free world.’”

 Even in the days
of Stalin, to make a distinction between the Communist world and
the free world was to invite sarcastic dismissals of this
distinction, based upon particular inadequacies, injustices, or
restrictions found in “the so-called ‘free world,’” as the
intelligentsia often characterized it, which kept it from being 100
percent free, democratic, and just. [6.22]

His point about “all-or-nothing “ rhetoric is
that it ignores differences in degree that are found in every
distinction. The problem with this example is that the very reason
people sarcastically refer to the “so-called ‘free world’” is
because the term “free world” strikes them as part of an
all-or-nothing dichotomy that ignores how far our own society falls
short of ideal implied by this label. The point, it seems to me, in
the use of this phrase is not to say there is no difference between
our own and a totalitarian society but to preserve an awareness of
our own limitations and spur efforts to improve our own society
rather than just use a cliché that has self-righteous
overtones.

Sowell’s next explanation strikes me as
extremely peculiar.

All-or-nothing reasoning allows the anointed to say
that such things as crime, child abuse, and alcoholism occur in
all classes, that all segments of society are
susceptible to AIDS, and otherwise obfuscate the very large and
very consequential differences in all these areas. [6.23]

This is another example of Sowell’s writing that
makes me think perhaps he writes too hurriedly. The logic of this
is not at all apparent to me, and what he seems to be saying about
AIDS is completely bizarre. I thought it was clear by 1995 that no
segment of society was immune to AIDS, and I never heard anyone
claim that alcoholism does not occur in all classes of society.
Presumably he is trying to say that the anointed argue against
policies directed at segments of society having the greatest
incidence of something by saying that it can be found in all
segments of society.

His next objection is to dismissal of arguments
against the politicization of courts and schools by saying the
courts and schools are already political, thereby covering over a
change in degree which is eroding the proper limits of political
influence.

Nevertheless, all-or-nothing rhetoric has been used
to deny that any institution is nonpolitical, thereby justifying
such things as turning classrooms into propaganda centers and
judges disregarding the written law, in order to substitute their
own social theories as a basis for judicial rulings. At the very
least, one might debate the specific merits or consequences of such
actions, rather than have the whole issue preempted by the
trivializing argument that educational institutions or courts are
already “political” – in some sense or other. [6.24]

The suggestion that the merits of a particular
policy be debated rather than the issue of whether institutions are
(too) political is certainly a reasonable one. Perhaps I am not
familiar enough with the specific arguments on which Sowell bases
his analysis, but it does seem to me that he may be focusing on
incidental rhetoric rather than the real substance of the
arguments. Another tactic he cites is the dismissal of a proposed
policy as “no panacea,” which as he points out is always correct
because nothing is a panacea. Whether or not this “categorical
phrase simply substitutes for logic or evidence” as to the merits
or demerits of a policy proposal obviously depends on the context
in which the phrase is used. I have essentially the same reaction
to his discussion of “innocuous generalities.”

For example, many people say that they are for
“change” – either implying or stating that those opposed to the
specific changes they advocate are against change, as such. Yet
virtually no one is against generic “change.” [6.25]

To read an argument as implying that people are
opposed to change as such seems to me surely to be missing the
point of the argument and fixing on what may be simply some sloppy
diction. As he says, no one is against change as such, and it is
perverse to interpret an argument as saying that. If the argument
explicitly says people are “against change” surely the context is
necessary to interpret the meaning of this.

Another case of the “all-or-nothing” tactic may
provide a more concrete example of the extent to which dismissal
may be in the mind of the dismissed.

A special variant of the all-or-nothing principle is
the view that either one knows exactly what particular
statements mean or else one is free to engage in adventitious
reinterpretations of the words. In literature this is called
“deconstruction” and in the law it is called “judicial activism.”
Proponents of judicial activism, for example, make much of the fact
that the Constitution of the United States in some places lacks
“precision” or is not “exact.” Ultimately, nothing is exact – not
even physical measurements, for the instruments themselves cannot
be made 100 percent accurate. In the real world, however, this
theoretical difficulty is resolved in practice by establishing
tolerance limits, which vary with the purpose at hand. A precision
optical instrument that is off by half an inch may be wholly
unusable, while a nuclear missile that lands 5 miles off the target
has virtually the same effect as if it had landed directly in the
center of the target. However, in the vision of the anointed, the
absence of precision becomes an authorization for substituting the
imagination. In reality, however, the question is not what
exactly the Constitution meant by “cruel and unusual
punishment” but whether the death penalty, for example, was
included or excluded. Precision is a red herring. [6.26]

Precision of the sort Sowell is describing is
indeed a red herring. While there may be some argument for judicial
activism that invokes this sense of precision, it is surely not the
basis of the most common arguments for judicial interpretation of
the Constitution of a sort that Sowell would consider judicial
activism. To claim that judges are engaging in “adventitious
reinterpretation” or substituting “the imagination” for a
reasonable interpretation of the intent of a clause in the
Constitution seems itself to be an example of the dangers of
all-or-nothing thinking.

The tactic of the shifting to the presumed
viewpoint of someone else, in lieu of supporting one’s own
assertions with evidence or logic is a bit more esoteric, and it
seems to me Sowell’s description of it may involve a confusion
between arguing for a point of view and trying to convey a sense of
why or how someone else holds the point of view. In any event
despite the examples Sowell provides I am unable to see the broader
implications of it as an explanation for the dominance of the view
of the anointed.

Sowell’s discussion of the tactic of “declaring
rights” is much more interesting and revealing. He acknowledges
different meanings of “rights,” but says that the use of it by the
anointed involves the following:

The person asserting the particular “right” in
question would like to have some (or all) people have what the
right would imply, even if no legal, political, or other
authorization for that right currently exists and there is no
general consensus that it ought to exist. [6.27]

The most obvious examples he cites are arguments
based on the “right to decent housing” or “the right to
healthcare.” We shall take a closer look at Sowell’s concept of
rights later, but he makes a distinction between rights that impose
no social costs and those that do.

However modest a goal, “decent” housing does not
produce itself any more than palatial housing does. Be it ever so
humble, someone has to build a home, which requires work, skills,
material resources, and financial risks for those whose investments
underwrite the operation. To say that someone has a “right” to any
kind of housing is to say that others have an obligation to expend
all these efforts on his behalf, without his being reciprocally
obligated to compensate them for it. Rights from government
interference – “Congress shall make no law,” as the Constitution
says regarding religion, free speech, etc. – may be free, but
rights to anything mean that someone else has been yoked to
your service involuntarily, with no corresponding responsibility on
your part to provide for yourself, to compensate others, or even to
behave decently or responsibly. Here the language of equal rights
is conscripted for service in defense of differential privileges.
[6.28]

This is certainly a valid distinction, but I
think his characterization of talking about rights as a rhetorical
strategy to avoid debating the substantive issues may be missing
the point. Sowell has his own conceptions of “rights,” and what he
is objecting to is really a different view of rights, one based on
a different conception of the social contract. His original
characterization of what the anointed mean by rights makes a
reference to a general consensus. Surely an appeal to the “right to
decent housing” or the “right to healthcare” is an attempt to
generate a consensus. It is an appeal based on a different concept
of social bonds or our commitment to one another, on a different
view of the kind of society the speaker hopes we all want to live
in. At least Sowell is clear about his idea of equal rights when he
says, “For society as a whole, nothing is a right – not even bare
subsistence, which has to be produced by human toil.” [6.29] Whether or
not this means no one has a “right” to fire or police protection is
an issue we shall postpone. Here the question is whether “the
language of equal rights is conscripted” as a tactic to avoid true
debate. My sense is that Sowell is so committed to his own concept
of rights that he views any attempt to use the term to refer to a
different vision of society as an illegitimate bit of “verbal
virtuosity.”

Part of what is at stake here is whether there
is ever a legitimate use of rhetoric in political debate. Invoking
a “right to decent housing” or a “right to healthcare” may be a
rhetorical strategy, but it may also be a completely legitimate
appeal to re-examine our ideas about how we want to live together.
Sowell can hardly object to the use of rhetoric per se. His
own writing is filled with rhetorical devices designed to stir the
reader or make him more receptive to Sowell’s point of view. The
idea that rhetoric appealing to emotions rather than reason is
somehow suspect in civic or political discourse has a long history.
We tend to associate it with an appeal to our “baser nature” by
demagogues. There is, of course, also a tradition of inspiring
speeches, which use rhetoric to appeal perhaps to our “nobler” or
better selves.

Sowell seems to want to limit political debate,
or at least debate of specific programs and policies, to rational
analysis based on empirical evidence. As a writer he knows that
rational analysis in usually not sufficient to persuade a voter,
but he also believes that “verbal virtuosity” can be used to
deflect attention from the real issues and evade substantive
debate. There is a difference, though, between rhetoric used to
evade rational debate and rhetoric used to supplement rational
argument. Sowell may believe that any attempt in politics to appeal
to “nobler” instincts in voters is unrealistic and inevitably leads
to counterproductive or dangerous policies. He is obviously right
that the language used by anyone in a political debate is infused
with his own beliefs and vision of society. His objection to
“buzzwords” used by the anointed, however, strikes me like his
objection to the appeal to “rights.” He is really objecting to the
social vision which provides the meaning the words carry and
cloaking his objection in a characterization of the argument as an
evasive rhetorical tactic.

In the light of the underlying assumptions of the
prevailing vision, it may be easier to see why the particular
vocabulary used by the anointed is what it is. The swirl of
buzzwords – “access,” “stigma,” “progressive,” “diversity,”
“crisis,” etc. shows a discernable pattern. What these innumerable
buzzwords have in common is that they either (1) preempt issues
rather than debate them, (2) set the anointed and the benighted on
different moral and intellectual planes, or (3) evade the issue of
personal responsibility. [6.30]

The issue of personal responsibility is a new
note in this characterization of the verbal tactics used by the
anointed.

 Many of the words and phrases used in the media and
among academics suggest that things simply happen to people,
rather than being caused by their own choices or behavior. Thus
there is said to be an “epidemic” of teenage pregnancy, or of drug
usage, as if these things were like the flu that people catch just
by being in the wrong place at the wrong time. In a similar vein,
Chief Judge David Bazelon spoke of “forces that drive people to
commit crimes.” In the economy as well, both parents are often said
to be “forced” to work, in order to “make ends meet,” even if the
family owns luxury cards, a vacation home, designer clothes, and a
swimming pool. Parents, of course, have every right to make
whatever choices they wish, but suggesting that people have no
choice is precisely what the vocabulary of the anointed does
repeatedly, on the most disparate issues – which it reduces to
nonissues with deterministic assertions. [6.31]

This strikes me as a much more significant
observation than many of his comments on the tactics of the
anointed, and the importance of personal responsibility is
something that will have to be considered when we examine Sowell’s
views on morality. Nonetheless, it still seems to me that Sowell is
being a bit disingenuous when he reads the use of these terms as an
attempt to preempt discussion of the “real” issue rather than as
part of an expression of a point of view on the issue. Any concern
about the impact of environment on behavior may be taken as
suggesting that individuals have no choice or freedom, just as an
emphasis on individual choice may seem to imply that environment or
conditioning have no real effect on behavior. Sowell’s
characterization of a vocabulary as reducing issues to nonissues
with deterministic assertions strikes me as being just as extreme
or absolute as the opposite view he is rejecting. Obviously what is
needed is some balance in the understanding of choice versus
conditioning, and it is unclear to me what the vocabulary would be
that could express such a balance. The issue is inherently framed
as an either-or issue. No one involved in public policy debates
really believes that people have no choice any more than anyone
believes that the conditions to which we are subjected have no
impact on our behavior. This is a conundrum embedded in our
language and our common sense view of people and the world. Even
the most sophisticated philosophical attempts to resolve this
conflict rarely seem satisfying to me. I know that my own behavior
can be interpreted legitimately as a result of conditioning, and
yet I also feel as though I make choices in a way that I stubbornly
refuse to believe is just illusory.

Sowell never goes quite so far as to attribute
the verbal tactics of the anointed to conscious cynicism. He seems
to regard them as an inevitable product of the vision, as though
the anointed are blinded by their own vision just as they are
inevitably convinced of their own moral or intellectual
superiority. On the other hand there is the underlying suggestion
that the anointed should attempt to offer substantive rational
arguments rather than evasive or preemptive verbal tactics. To some
extent his characterization of the “verbal virtuosity” of the
anointed exploits a common sense suspicion of sophisticated
thought, and there is a thread running through his work that
attempts to discredit “articulated rationality” by setting it in
opposition to “systemic rationality” and traditional cultural
wisdom. The initial description of the constrained and
unconstrained visions was presented as though they were extreme
ends of a spectrum of views in which the balance shifted from one
to the other as one moved across the spectrum. Very little in his
specific arguments, however, seem to reflect anything like a
mixture of the two visions, and the extremes seem to present more
of an either-or dichotomy in which the unconstrained vision becomes
something of a straw man.

Perhaps one more example of Sowell’s analysis of
the rhetoric of the anointed will clarify the way in which he casts
something as a rhetorical tactic by emphasizing the supposed
literal meaning of a term.

One of the never-ending crusades of the anointed is
for more “public service.” Like so many of the special buzzwords of
the anointed, this phrase does not mean what the straightforward
sense of the words seems to say. Not every service to the public is
a “public service” in this Newspeak. For example, those who deliver
tons of life-sustaining food to supermarkets are not engaged in
“public service,” as the anointed use the term. Neither are those
who build a roof over people’s heads or produce the clothes on
people’s backs. Those who perform these vital services are
activated by the incentives of the marketplace, perhaps even by
“greed,” another fashionable buzzword that puts the anointed and
the benighted on different moral planes.

The call for more “public service” is then a call
for more people to work in jobs not representing the
preferences of the public, as revealed through the marketplace, but
the preferences of third parties enforced through government and
paid for by the power of taxation. Sometimes work for foundations
and other nonprofit organizations is also included in “public
service.” What is crucial is that public service not be service
defined by the public itself through it choices of how to spend its
own money in market transactions, but defined for them by
third-party elites. Otherwise the most valuable and even
life-saving activities are not worthy of the benediction “public
service,” while making oneself a nuisance to other people with
door-to-door solicitations is an activity worthy of that verbal
aura, when it is in a cause favored by the anointed. Forcing the
public to pay for art calculatingly insulting to the public’s
sensibilities is also a “public service,” as the anointed define
the term – and a failure to pay is “censorship” in the same
lexicon, regardless of how free those artists remain to produce and
sell their products to those willing to pay their own money.

What is crucial about the concept of “public
service’ as used by the anointed is that it must be defined by
third parties, not by the public itself. [6.32]

The connotations of “public service” to indicate
either working for a branch of the government or assuming a role
out of a sense of dedication to one’s country are hardly
“Newspeak.” They go back at least to the Founding Fathers and
probably to Greek and Roman antiquity. What Sowell calls “the
straightforward sense of the words” is in fact a perversely literal
restriction of the meaning of the term and goes against prevailing
usage. In his view any economic activity can be labeled “public
service” since it involves work satisfying the needs or desires of
a larger public than one’s own family. Since he offers no other
label for the activities he sees as falsely labeled “public
service,” it is perhaps reasonable to assume that he sees no
difference between those activities and any other economic
activity. In fact it seems as though it is a concept that Sowell is
objecting to rather than simply the words commonly used to denote
the concept. His attempt to discredit the concept by casting it as
a deliberate distortion of the meaning of words creating a
deceptive honorific label is exactly the kind of sophistry he
claims to be criticizing. He should simply analyze and criticize
the concept, and we need to look beneath the surface of this
argument to see how his criticism of the concept fits into his
overall vision. The initial point here, though, is that what he
describes as a “tactic” is again simply an expression of a
different point of view about society or human nature and not
specious argument based rhetoric rather than reason.

There are two aspects to Sowell’s critique of
public service. First there is its association with a paternalistic
elite. The contemporary concept probably has its roots in the
English tradition of aristocratic involvement in government
administration or “civil service.” Sowell’s implication that
“public service” involves imposing the ideas of the few on the many
despite the preferences of the many can draw on associations of
public service with British colonial administration as well as any
skepticism the reader may have about a meritocracy of Ivy League
graduates dictating government policy. One problem I have with this
attempt to discredit the concept of public service is the fact that
the Founding Fathers were an aristocratic elite, some of whom made
no bones about their concerns to prevent “mob rule.” The
Constitution, which Sow-ell admires, was drafted by “public
servants” who debated among themselves what was best for society at
large rather than simply consulting the ideas of “the public.”

The second aspect of Sowell’s critique of
“public service” is the idea that there is a process for
establishing the desires or needs of the public which is superior
to ideas of an elite. This is of course the “systematic
rationality” of the market place, the net effect of individuals
expressing their desires by choices made in the allocation of their
resources. Behind the idea of public service though is often the
idea that there are services which are necessary or beneficial to
society but which are not reliably provided by the marketplace.
Public servants may also be providing services that the public has
expressed its desire to have through voting rather than through
purchasing on the market.

Calls for more public service are often
appeals encouraging people to act out of love of country or
dedication to the welfare of all rather than self-interest.
Kennedy’s exhortation, “Ask not what your country can do for you;
ask what you can do for your country.” is often regarded as the
epitome of a call for public service. Sowell turns this on its head
to say that activities described as public service are simply given
that label to bathe them in an aura of nobility or moral
superiority, and he implies that, even if the public servants
believe they are acting nobly, what they are in fact doing is
presumptuous and illegitimate in some way. George Washington
expressed his willingness to be the first president in terms of
“obedience to the public summons,” a call which made him put aside
his own desires for the benefit of the country.

I was summoned by my Country, whose voice I can
never hear but with veneration and love, from a retreat which I had
chosen with the fondest predilection, and, in my flattering hopes,
with an immutable decision, as the asylum of my declining years–a
retreat which was rendered every day more necessary as well as more
dear to me by the addition of habit to inclination, and of frequent
interruptions in my health to the gradual waste committed on it by
time. [6.33]

I doubt that
Sowell would want to say that Washington was simply flattering
himself and motivated by the incentive to bolster his ego or
achieve some other “psychic good.” It is always possible to analyze
behavior in terms of “incentives” or as an expression of
self-interest, but doing so may involve ignoring important aspects
of what it means to be human. Sowell approves of people acting out
of patriotism, but the only behavior of any consequence that he
seems to see as patriotic is military service.

What is crucial about public service is not that
it is implementing policies defined by an elite rather than “the
public,” but that it is rendered as a service to the public and is
motivated by something more than the desire for economic gain,
regardless of whether the policies being implemented were
formulated by a governmental body or a non-profit institution
(supported by ultimately individual charitable donations which
surely count as much as consumer purchases in terms of an
expression of the public will).


 


Morality and
Values

Sowell insists that the visions underlying
political debate are visions of causation, visions of how the world
works. At times he calls it a social vision and distinguishes it
from a moral vision, and he says that morality and values are
derived from a vision of causation. As evidence of the primary
nature of a vision of causation he cites the fact the two people
with identical moral values but differing understandings of
causation would advocate different social or political policies.
One could, of course, equally argue that people with the same
understanding of causation but with different moral values would
advocate different policies. The force of his argument is really
based on an analogy between the physical sciences and the human
sciences as well as a kind of utilitarianism.

Just as travelers seeking the same destination must
head in opposite directions if one believes it to be the east and
the other believes it to be to the west, so those seeking “the
greatest good for the greatest number”(or any other similarly
general moral precept) must favor opposite kinds of societies if
opposite kinds of human beings are assumed to inhabit those
societies, leading to opposite kinds of social causation. Things
must work first before they can work to any given end, and
what will work depends on the nature of the entities involved and
their causal connections.

In this sense, physical science and the analysis of
social phenomena both begin with visions. It is the ability of the
physical sciences to winnow out conflicting visions by systematic
experiment which marks a major difference between the intellectual
patterns in the two areas. However, the ability of science to
resolve its conflicts of visions does not mean that scientists
share the same “value premises,” but rather that “value premises”
are neither necessary nor sufficient to explain conflicts of
visions or their resolution.

People with the same moral values readily reach
differing political conclusions. …Where a particular creed implies
a particular set of social, economic, and political conclusions –
as in Marxism, for example, it is because that creed contains a
particular vision of causation, not simply a particular
moral premise. [7.1]

As I indicated in Chapter 3, it is not clear to
me exactly how Sowell thinks values can be derived from causation.
To determine whether something works to a given end assumes a prior
choice of the end, i.e. a moral choice. He indicates here that a
vision of social causation derives from the vision of the kinds of
human beings assumed to inhabit the society. The visions he
contrasts involve different conceptions of human nature, and it
seems reasonable to me that moral values might be derived more from
an idea of human nature than from an idea of social causation. A
scientist’s “value premises” are irrelevant to his work because all
contemporary scientific work takes place within a community of
shared assumptions, some of which might rightly be called values.
Political debate takes place in a community in which values
affecting judgments about the significance of phenomena are not
shared but are in fact the subject of the debate.

As we saw in
Chapter 2 Sowell attempted to discredit the strategy of labeling
beliefs “value premises” as a move to avoid debate by making a
preference “opaque.” The problem with that example is that the real
“value premise” is the shared desire to help the many and protect
the vulnerable. Sowell is right that a conflict between free speech
and property rights can be debated by examining the actual impact
of policies on the people involved in a situation where the
conflict arises. Someone who would claim that free speech always
trumps property rights is not basing his argument on the benefits
that accrue to a specific group in a specific situation. He is, for
whatever reason, asserting that free speech is more important than
protecting the vulnerable. This may seem like an extreme and
unreasonable point of view, but it is entirely conceivable that
someone would hold it. Adam Smith’s view, which Sowell cites more
than once, that “The peace and order of society of more importance
than even the relief of the miserable.” [7.2] might also seem to some to
be an extreme statement, and it is equally a value judgment which
seems independent of any theory of causation.

It seems much more likely to me that Sowell’s
political views are an expression of his core values rather than
simply the result of his analysis of social causation, even though
debate about the actual consequences of specific policies is
obviously an important component in public policy debate. Even if
the bedrock of all Sowell’s views is the idea of “systemic
rationality” and the evolving adaptive self-regulation of society,
there is still a moral judgment in the belief that the natural
systemic results represent the best possible form of human society.
In an effort to distill a coherent moral vision from Sowell’s
writing about the decision-making processes in our society, we
shall begin with what he says explicitly about morality and values.
We must be careful to distinguish between his own ideas and ideas
of others he is simply citing as examples of a point of view.

Under the heading “Social Morality and Social
Causation” one of the ways in which Sowell distinguishes the
constrained from the unconstrained vision in A Conflict of
Visions is by virtue of their assumptions about the
relationship between human nature and evil.

The great evils of the world – war, poverty, and
crime, for example – are seen in completely different terms by
those with the constrained and the unconstrained visions. If human
options are not inherently constrained, then the presence of such
repugnant and disastrous phenomena virtually cries out for
explanation – and for solutions. But if the limitations and
passions of man himself are at the heart of these painful
phenomena, then what requires explanation are the ways in which
they have been avoided or minimized. While believers in the
unconstrained vision seek the special causes of war, poverty, and
crime, believers in the constrained vision seek the special causes
of peace, wealth, or a law-abiding society. In the unconstrained
vision, there are no intractable reasons for social evils and
therefore no reason why they cannot be solved, with sufficient
moral commitment. But in the constrained vision, whatever artifices
or strategies restrain or ameliorate inherent human evils will
themselves have costs, some in the form of other social ills
created by these civilizing institutions, so that all that is
possible is a prudent trade-off. [7.3]

This is a neat distinction, which may or may not
be relevant to contemporary political debate. For our purposes it
touches on two aspects of Sowell’s perspective on morality. First
it starts from the assumption that there are “evils” attributable
to human behavior which are universally viewed as “repugnant and
disastrous phenomena,” and secondly it raises the issue of the
relationship between human nature and the existence of such evils.
Sowell has no hesitation describing slavery, imperialism, and
apartheid as evil, but criticizes what he sees as a confusion of
social morality with social causation. In Intellectuals and
Society he characterizes this issue as the “localization of
evil.” By this he means attributing the existence of evil in
society to some particular class, institution or officials rather
than recognizing that it stems from the “sins and shortcomings
universally present in human beings.” [7.4] The result of this
misconception he sees as a tendency to promote sweeping reforms and
a form of social criticism that emphasizes failures without a
proper appreciation of their context.

Incremental reforms, evolving out of trial-and-error
experience, may over the course of time amount to a profound change
in society, but this is wholly different from the kind of
sweepingly imposed prepackaged changes to smite the wicked and
exalt the anointed, in keeping with the invidious and dramatic
vision of the intellectuals. That vision requires villains, whether
individuals or groups or a whole society permeated by wrong ideas
that can be corrected by those with right ideas. Nor will it do if
these villains are in some distant place, oblivious to the
exhortations or condemnations of the intelligentsia. Home-grown
villainy is much more accessible and a more attackable target, with
more probability of being overthrown by the home audience for the
vision of the intelligentsia.

In short, what must be attacked is “our society,” to
be subjected to the particular “change” favored by the intellectual
elite. Society’s sins, past and present, must be the focus. For
example, a study of global poverty pointed out the contrast between
the vastly unequal prospects of a black child born in rural South
Africa and the prospects of a white child born the same day in
Capetown, calling these differences “the legacy of apartheid’s
unequal opportunities.” There is no question that apartheid was
evil or that the invasion and conquest of South Africa by whites,
whose subjugation of the indigenous Africans allowed apartheid to
be imposed, was evil. There is no moral ambiguity. But the
causal connection with current-day poverty and
inequality is by no means clear. [7.5]

This is a relatively minor and somewhat obscure
point in the overall scheme of Sowell’s thought, but the important
thing is not to equate Sowell’s willingness to challenge critics
who attribute current problems to the legacy of slavery or
apartheid with any willingness to condone or excuse such
institutions. The sarcastic energy or animus of his rhetoric here
may seem peculiar, especially out of context, but it is perhaps an
indication of the degree of urgency Sowell feels in alerting the
reader to the dangers of the influence of the intelligentsia or the
anointed. The danger here is in the attribution of evils to some
aspect of society and the implication that radical surgery of some
sort can cure the problem. For Sowell no change in society can root
out the sources of evil since they are inherent in human nature,
and any attempt to do so is likely to do more harm than good. The
best society can do is to defend itself with institutions and laws,
which can be refined gradually over time via trial and error with a
constant eye on the trade-offs involved.

The ability to make moral judgments about social
phenomena is not the same as the ability to understand their
causes. It is also a culturally evolved trait.

 Both slavery and
brutal conquest were already common in the Western Hemisphere long
before Columbus’ ships appeared on the horizon. Indeed, the
emergence of the idea that conquest per se was wrong – as
slavery per se was wrong – regardless of who did it to whom,
was a slowly evolving notion, as a corollary to a sense of
universalism pioneered by Western civilization. [7.6]

Morality is an aspect of culture, which Sowell
seems to view primarily as forms of behavior inculcated through
childhood training and reinforced by a variety of rewards and
penalties. This behavior includes customs and forms of etiquette as
well observance of some sort of restrictive moral code. The
incentives are largely psychological and may even function on an
unconscious level. What we call conscience is for Sowell an
internalized sense of what is expected of us by the community in
which we have been raised. Since he views behavior as the
manifestation of decisions made by the individual, he describes the
cultural transmission of morality in terms of inputs to the
decision-making process.

Cultures give patterns to human behavior not only by
the options they offer of predigested inputs into the
decision-making process, and of rewards for socially desired
behavior, but also by their penalties for behavior that is not
desired. Although less quantifiable than either economic or legal
penalties, social penalties are not necessarily less severe or less
effective. One of the their greatest advantages over formal
penalties is the extent to which they economize on the need for
knowledge. In extreme cases, no matter how well concealed the
transgression, the transgressor himself knows and inflicts
punishments of conscience on himself, reflecting the cultural
values planted in him. Such self-inflicted punishments have even
led to suicide – a death penalty chosen as preferable to continuing
to suffer the internal punishments for crimes successfully
concealed from everyone else. [7.7]

While this may seem like a common sense view of
morality despite Sowell’s description of it in terms of inputs into
a decision-making process that offer cost savings, there is one
aspect of it which may diverge from some “common sense” views of
morality. I suspect many people when pressed would insist there are
things that are just simply wrong in an absolute sense independent
of all cultural norms. To derive morality from culture seems to
undermine the validity of any particular moral code and raise the
specter of “moral relativism.” Different cultures may promote
different forms of behavior. If one culture believes that it has a
destiny to rule the world and is entitled to wipe out entire
populations which stand in its way, surely it is an immoral culture
and not just a culture whose behavior other cultures condemn.

I have not found any place where Sowell
specifically addresses the issue of moral relativism, although when
he makes passing reference to it he seems to view it with the same
disdain with which he views multiculturalism. In a column he wrote
in the aftermath of the Columbine shootings called “Moral Anarchy
and Its Consequences” he spelled out his perspective on morality a
bit more clearly.

The desire of people to lash out at other people has
always been there. Babies are born into the world today with all
the savage instincts that they had back in the days of the cave
man.

If most civilized people are unlikely to kill
anybody, it is because of all the efforts put forth during our
childhood to give us some sense of morality. But some children
don’t get as much moral training as others, or as good moral
training as others -- or it just doesn’t take for some reason.

That is why there have always been evil and
dangerous individuals. The big question is: What have we been doing
over the past two generations that has led to there being so many
more of them?

Since the 1960s especially, we have systematically
undermined personal responsibility. It has seemed as if everything
that went wrong in our lives was the fault of somebody else, if
only “society.” Morality has been seen as just a bunch of arbitrary
hassles imposed on us by the “power structure.”

Most people have no idea what an all-out war against
morality has been conducted in our public schools from coast to
coast over the past generation. “Values clarification” programs
under a variety of names encourage children to create their own
personal rules of conduct, independent of the traditional morality
taught to them by their families, churches and other social
institutions. That is what the young murderers at Columbine High
School did. That is what was done by the Unabomber and by those who
bombed the government building in Oklahoma City and those who are
now shooting up all sorts of people they don’t like.

The high price of moral anarchy has yet to be
recognized by those giddy with these dangerous experiments with
children’s minds and with the future of American society.
[7.8]

I have no idea what babies were like in the days
of the cave man, but it has not been my experience that babies born
into the world today possess “savage instincts.” This may be an
indication of a difference in a view of human nature that separates
me from Sowell, and we shall take a closer look at it in due
course. First, though, we should explore what this comment tells us
about Sowell’s perspective on the transmission of morality and the
issue of moral relativism. Families, churches and other social
institutions are charged with the cultivation of “traditional
morality.” Schools, which I might have thought were one of the
other social institutions, have been undermining this effort with
programs designed to encourage children to create their own
personal rules of conduct. Inspiring these programs appears to be
the idea that morality is “just a bunch of arbitrary hassles
imposed on us by the ‘power structure.’” The key term is obviously
“arbitrary.” On the surface it seems to me that there is a
non-sequitur in the juxtaposition of the an attempt to undermine
personal responsibility and the desire to encourage children to
create their own rules of conduct. One might think that “values
clarification” programs represented an effort to get children to
take full responsibility for their own behavior and not part of a
tendency to blame others for whatever is wrong. What is really at
stake here is the possibility of moral autonomy and this commentary
takes us right to the heart of Sowell’s quarrel with the legacy of
the Enlightenment.



Sowell seems
to see a dichotomy between traditional morality and any attempt to
ground one’s own moral code in reflective self-examination or
“articulated rationality.” The Enlightenment ideal of moral
autonomy has taken many forms during the last 200 years. Its
influence can be seen in theories of psychological development as
well as philosophical ideas like the concept of authenticity
associated with existentialism. Originally in Kant the idea of
moral autonomy was diametrically opposed to the idea of behavior
based on arbitrary personal desire. Questioning or even rejecting
the authority of tradition is not the same as advocating arbitrary
choice based only on personal desire.

From Sowell’s point of view, of course,
traditional morality represents accumulated wisdom based on
centuries of trial and error. It is almost by definition the form
of adaptation that permits a society to survive. Ultimately what is
good seems to be whatever enables the human race to flourish. Given
a fixed human nature on which everything depends, it follows that
there will be some things which are absolutely or universally good
or evil. To find these things one need only look to the precepts of
traditional morality.

The problem is that traditional morality evolves
and at any given time a culture may contain conflicting traditions.
Contemporary attitudes towards homosexuality or abortion are
obvious examples. As Sowell points out even slavery was considered
moral until Western civilization began to promote the idea of
“universalism.” How does one know whether in one’s own culture
morality is evolving to a better state of adaptation or being
undermined in ways that threaten to destroy all social cohesion? I
am not sure how Sowell would answer this.

There is a
certain amount of irony in Sowell’s seeming suggestion that
programs in public schools since the 60s have created a mindset
responsible for the behavior of the Unabomber or Timothy McVeigh.
He is of course not explicitly assigning blame to the school
programs, but it does seem as though a creative lawyer could cook
up a defense of a murderer based on the influence of values
clarification programs. Needless to say Sowell would object
vociferously to any such defense just as he often seems to object
to any policy attempting to reduce crime by addressing social
factors causing behavior rather than simply punishing criminals in
order to make clear the incentives for avoiding crime. It is also a
bit absurd to imply that public school programs are advocating
anything that could legitimately be interpreted as supporting
random murder as a form of personal self-expression.

Sowell recognizes that moral education whether
in the home or school is essential for the preservation of society,
but it may be unclear what the difference is between restrictions
“imposed” on us by the “power structure” and values “planted” in us
by our “culture.” Sowell is often critical of the tendency to
personify “society” as though it is an entity whose motives and
behavior may be analyzed. On the other hand he does not really
explain the mechanism by which culture is transmitted. The
assumption seems to be that it is mostly a matter of the training
that a child receives from his parents with perhaps some assistance
from the church they make the child attend. He says little or
nothing about the influence of commercial popular culture in which
both the parents and the child are submerged or the factors that
might influence the content of that culture. He obviously feels
that wrong headed ideas can damage society, and, given volume of
his own output of books and articles, he seems determined to
counteract the impact of those ideas with his own criticism,
despite the fact that he views “intellectuals” as dangerous.
Clearly he understands that “traditional morality” is in play and
one of the chief influences on the direction in which it will
evolve is public debate using every rhetorical strategy
available.

Sowell’s views on morality and society lead him
to the rather peculiar conclusion that there can be such a thing as
“too much morality” or that morality is subject to “diminishing
returns.”

 Morality as an input into the social process is
subject to diminishing returns, and ultimately to negative returns.
With no morality at all, force would be more prevalent – a loss
both to those subject to it and to the efficiency of the social
process. A modicum of honesty and decency greatly reduces the
incessant and desperate efforts otherwise necessary to protect life
and belongings from every other human being. Beyond some point,
social morality becomes irksome to individual autonomy. Finally, if
each individual were to become absolutely committed to moral
behavior as he saw it, no society would be possible among diverse
individuals or groups. Both Karl Marx and Adam Smith recognized
that there were levels of morality whose incompatibilities would
destroy a society. [7.9]

The idea of diminishing returns on some
quantified notion of morality seems to me to be an inappropriate
metaphor that equates a difference in kind with a difference in
degree. Sowell seems to be saying that a commitment to any moral
code logically implies a need ultimately to impose that code on
everyone in society. Elsewhere he uses the terms “moralism” or
“moralistic” to indicate a fanatical or over-zealous commitment to
some rigid set of moral beliefs that drives one to impose them on
others. This seems closer to the mark in that it implies that there
is a distortion of morality involved in some way. The issue is by
no means simple. Clearly there are some belief systems that involve
a need to impose it on others or to eliminate those who do not
conform. The Christianity of the Inquisition, however, was not
really the same Christianity that millions profess today and most
Christians would probably regard it as a perversion of their
belief. Even if we regard fanaticism as a psychological disorder,
though, there is still a very large gray area in which conflicting
moral views may be irreconcilable. There is, for example, a social
dimension in attitudes towards sexuality that can result in
something other than a live-and-let-live tolerance of the behavior
of others. Many parents want to protect their children from
premature exposure to various aspects of sexuality based on ideas
about the possible corruption of the young. This is virtually
impossible without the widespread cooperation of an entire
community. In extreme cases it is necessary for communities of
like-minded families to live in isolation from the rest of society,
but these concerns also fuel conflicts about censorship, public
education, and regulation of lewd or obscene behavior in public.
Another area for potentially irreconcilable moral conflict is in
attitudes towards parental rights and the need to protect children.
For example what some might view as barbaric genital mutilation,
others could regard as a sacred religious ritual or important
cultural tradition. What to one parent is necessary discipline may
seem to another to be abuse.

The flip side of Sowell’s diminishing returns of
morality is the question of the limits of tolerance. This appeals
to me as perhaps a more fruitful way to approach these issues, but
I am not sure it does complete justice to Sowell’s concerns. Part
of what he is pointing out is the virtue of prudence, and I think
this is one way in which his emphasis on trade-offs is completely
legitimate. Everyone experiences on a mundane level the conflicts
that are possible even within one’s own moral beliefs. There are
times when one can be too honest because it is causing someone else
pain without achieving any significant benefit other than
satisfying a need to be brutally honest. In such moments there is
obviously a conflict between an obligation to be honest and an
obligation not to inflict pain. The ability to recognize such a
conflict and make an appropriate choice is a form of prudence.
There are no hard and fast rules that may be applied. One has to
weigh as many factors as possible in the concrete situation, and it
makes perfect sense to think in terms of trade-offs that are unique
to that moment. Whether it makes sense to generalize from this to
say that individuals in a society may be too moral or that morality
has diminishing returns as an input into the social process is
another matter. I think most of Sowell’s concerns about excess
morality are really concerns about a type of moral rigidity that
loses sight of the need for balance among potentially conflicting
values within its own set of moral beliefs.

In his critique of the role of intellectuals in
society Sowell talks about “moral authority” and “moral hegemony”
as means of influencing public policy. He sees a discrepancy
between the rhetoric employed by intellectuals and the preferences
revealed by their actual behavior, and his conclusion is that
intellectuals are using appeals to morality hypocritically as a
means to acquiring and holding power.

In many ways, on a whole range of issues, the
revealed preferences of intellectuals is to gain moral authority –
or, vicariously, political power – or both, over the rest of
society. The desires or interests of none of the ostensible
beneficiaries of that authority or power – whether the poor,
minorities, or criminals in prison – are allowed to outweigh the
more fundamental issue of gaining and maintaining the moral
hegemony of the anointed. [7.10]

Again he is
not necessarily saying that the appeals to morality are a purely
cynical manipulation of the public. He tends to view the
intellectuals as “dupes of their own sophistry,” to use a phrase he
quotes from Adam Smith. [7.11] He is, however, revealing some things
about his view of human nature. First of all what someone does is
more important than what he says or even believes. In fact what he
truly believes may be more evident in his behavior than it is to
him in his own thought. Perhaps a corollary of this is the suspect
nature of “verbal virtuosity.” Words can be used not just to
deceive others but to deceive oneself. Secondly the drive for
self-aggrandizement or power is a natural human trait, which must
be kept in check by incentives provided in some form by society.
The reason intellectuals are able to acquire the power they have is
that they are isolated from the sort of feedback that would
restrain them, and their appeals to morality offer others an
incentive to support them.

If others are deceived and act on the basis of
this deception, presumably their actions reveal that they sincerely
believe what they have been deceived into accepting. If I deceive
myself and express ideas based on this deception, I am being
sincere in that expression but my behavior may reveal to others
that I am moved by some other desire and the self-deception is a
means of reconciling some conflict within myself. In Sowell’s view
the anointed intellectuals are perhaps uniquely able to deceive
themselves in this way. They propose policies claiming they are
based on a moral desire to help others, but they neglect to follow
through and insure that the policies do in fact help the people
they are supposed help. The conclusion has to be that they are not
really motivated by the moral desire to help others but rather by
the desire to be in control of policy and the enjoy the aura of
virtue that they assign to themselves. This only works because
other supporters also buy into the deception and admire their
virtue. Once this mutual admiration society achieves a critical
mass, it is self-perpetuating.

The question for me is why I do not find this a
convincing explanation of human behavior. Sowell might say that it
is because I am in denial about the evidence showing how the
policies are failing. If I saw clearly that the policies were
failing, would I have any other explanation for why the anointed
continue to advocate them? This is, of course, a blanket judgment
about all interventionist public policy. I am perfectly prepared to
concede that some policies have failed or exhausted their
usefulness. I am not prepared to concede that any attempt to
intervene in or regulate social or economic processes is doomed to
be counterproductive. Part of the problem may also be that
opposition to the policies generally does not start by appealing to
my desire to help the less fortunate or protect the vulnerable and
show how we are failing to do so. It often is couched in terms of
harm being done to others, which is much less apparent than the
help that is supposedly being offered to the intended beneficiaries
of the policy. It also often is based on ideas about how short term
help results in long term damage even to the supposed beneficiary.
Welfare checks are said to make people more dependent and less
inclined to make a productive contribution to society.

The bottom line for me though is that I find
something repugnant in the attribution of motives of
self-aggrandizement to people whom I regard as idealistic and
genuinely motivated by desires to make society better for everyone.
Obviously there are politicians who are motivated primarily by
power or status, but there are plenty of people who are motivated
by concern for others. A cynical explanation is always possible for
any behavior, and it may be irrefutable because it is based on a
conception of human nature as only capable of acting out of
self-interest and generally entails a very elastic idea
self-interest. I am not sure whether Sowell would want to deny that
people can act out of something other than self-interest, but much
of what he says about incentives and individual behavior seems to
imply that “self-interest” is the key to the instincts that enable
individuals to survive and prosper. I suspect that beneath it there
is a biological metaphor based on the idea that however an organism
responds or adapts to its environment is by definition an
indication of its “interest.”

I think what may be missing for me in Sowell’s
descriptions of individual behavior is any recognition of an
inherent bond with others and the effect this has on his ideas
about society. His discussions of systematic causation seem to be
based on an atomistic conception of society. What is fundamental is
the isolated individual and his needs or desires. Society seems to
be a negotiated compromise resulting from conflicting self-interest
with little or no role for mutual affection, caring or nourishment.
The bonding that occurs seems to be a response to a shared threat
from something external, be it nature or an enemy tribe. I think a
family is a better model for society in some respects than a
marketplace or battlefield. This is perhaps another way of saying I
balk as Sowell’s idea of the innate “barbarism” of human beings.
Parents do indeed “civilize” their children by helping them to deal
with postponed gratification, but it was not my experience that
parents need to teach children how to love and trust other people
unless it is by being loving and trustworthy themselves. If
anything, they need to prepare them for the fact that there are
instances when other people cannot be trusted. Anti-social behavior
is just as much learned behavior as is civilized behavior.

It seems as though individual liberty may be an
irreducible core value that shapes Sowell’s thought. He favors a
definition of liberty as “freedom from” rather than “freedom to”
and has described his own views as closer to libertarianism than
most forms of conservatism. He is careful, though, to emphasize the
limits of individualism needed in order to society to prosper.

Even if the prospect of total individual freedom
under anarchy were institutionally permitted, it could not be
substantively realized, since the free acts of one would
constrain the free acts of another, leading to less freedom
in general – in the same way that an uncontrolled crowd pushing
toward a fire exit has less chance of achieving its goal than if
they were evacuated in some orderly manner.

Given that some social processes must convey
inherent constraints, the choice is among various mixtures of
persuasion, force, and cultural inducements. The less of one, the
more of the others. The degree of freedom that is possible is
therefore tied to the extent to which people respond to persuasion
or inducement. The “conformity” so lamented among Britons and
Americans may be related to the freedom which has survived for
centuries in both societies, while much of the world has gone from
one form of despotism to another. In any event, the harder it is to
persuade or induce, the more it is necessary to force, given that
people must mutually accommodate in some way if life is to go on in
an interdependent society. The celebration of unbounded
individualism means, beyond some point, the acceptance of force –
either private (crime, riot, vigilanteism) or public
(authoritarianism). [7.12]

This seems perfectly reasonable and recognizes a
need for mutual accommodation based on the fact that we are
dependent upon one another. It does not seem to be a point at which
I part company with Sowell, unless it is in the interpretation of
the interdependence and mutual accommodation. The obvious way to
test this is with ideas about public services and a welfare state.
If my house catches on fire, I probably need help putting it out.
This could be considered a form of interdependence among members of
a community, and it is easy to imagine different forms the mutual
accommodation might take. We could organize a volunteer fire
department whose equipment could be acquired by charitable
donations; the local government could maintain a fire department
financed by tax revenues; it could contract with a single company
to provide fire fighting services paid for by tax revenues; or
competing private companies could provide fire-fighting services
for a fee to the users of the service or perhaps to potential users
via an insurance-like contract. Is there any difference in these
approaches in terms of individual freedom and the mutual
accommodations required to limit one person’s freedom so that it
does not constrain that of another? It does not seem to me that
there is, but there is a very real difference between fire-fighting
services provided equally to the entire community and fire-fighting
services provided only to those who purchase them. The decision to
provide fire-fighting services equally to the whole community may
represent a difference in understanding of the interdependence
among individuals. At least it reflects a desire to be mutually
supportive beyond a willingness to live-and-let-live. Sowell would
probably approve of fire departments serving the entire community
equally, though he could argue that the best way to protect my
house is to have someone put out any fire that starts in my
neighborhood.

Perhaps the question here is whether there is a
point beyond which it is inappropriate for the government to
establish institutions or programs based on a consensus regarding
mutual support. The welfare state assumes that mutual support is a
fundamental principle of society and that part of the mandate of a
government is to provide a framework for it. If one assumes that
individual liberty is the sole justification for government then
mutual support is recast as charity, which may be encouraged by the
prevailing morality but is not a proper function of government.
Each individual will have his own ideas about how charitable he
wants to be, and there will probably not be sufficient consensus to
warrant institutionalizing charity with laws and programs funded by
taxation. The libertarian will view the government of a welfare
state as someone else telling him how to live rather than as an
expression of his own desire to participate in a mutual support
network. My sense is that there is something like this underlying
much of Sowell’s thought but that he bolsters it with his appeals
to systemic rationality and a faith in the adaptive evolution of
society. The question of the priority of the moral vision versus
the vision of social causation becomes moot when both are based on
an idea of the autonomous individual acting entirely out of
self-interest and responding to incentives and constraints
presented to him by his society. Individual morality in terms of
intentions expressed in behavior is simply the internalized customs
and traditions of his society experienced as conscience and
emotion.

Another way to approach the core of Sowell’s
thought is through what he says about liberty or freedom. In his
schematic opposition of the tragic vision and the vision of the
anointed he describes the different conceptions of freedom as
“exemption from the power of others” and “ability to achieve
goals.” Sowell himself sees the basic concept of freedom as “not
being subjected other people’s restrictions.” [7.13] In contrast
he says the unconstrained vision has an expanded sense of
freedom.

In the unconstrained vision, however, freedom is
defined to include both the absence of direct, externally imposed
impediments and of the circumstantial limitations which reduce the
range of choice:

Only where he can support himself and his family,
choose his job and make a living wage can an individual and his
family exercise real freedom. Otherwise he is a servant to survival
without the means to do what he wants.

 As already
noted, freedom may be so broadly defined in the unconstrained
vision as to include not only economic prerequisites but also
psychic benefits derivable only from emotional ties to others. John
Dewey perhaps best summarized this viewpoint when he defined
liberty as “the effective power to do specific things.” With this
definition, whether the limits on that effective power were
internal or external, deliberate or circumstantial, did not matter.
[7.14]

Dewey is an excellent choice for someone
espousing the opposing view of freedom or liberty. He saw the
negative view of freedom in the sense of an absence of imposed
constraints as a consequence of the “atomistic empiricism”
underlying British liberal social philosophy, and from a very early
point in his career distinguished his view of freedom from it in a
manner similar to the Sowell’s distinction.

The Two Senses of Freedom. —In its external
aspect,freedom is negative and formal. It signifies freedom
from subjection to the will and control of others; exemption
from bondage; release from servitude; capacity to act without being
exposed to direct obstructions or interferences form others. It
means a clear road, cleared of impediments, for action. It
contrasts with the limitations of prisoner, slave, and serf, who
have to carry out the will of others.

Effective Freedom. —Exemption from restraint and
from interference with overt action is only a condition, though an
absolutely indispensable one, of effective freedom. The latter
requires (1) positive control of the resources necessary to carry
purposes into effect, possession of the means to satisfy desires;
and (2) mental equipment with the trained powers of initiative and
reflection requisite for free preference and for circumspect and
far-seeing desires. The freedom of an agent who is merely released
from direct external obstructions is formal and empty. If he is
without resources of personal skill, without control of the tools
of achievement, he must inevitable lend himself to carrying out the
directions and ideas of others. If he has not powers of
deliberation and invention, he must pick up his ideas casually and
superficially from the suggestions of his environment and
appropriate the notions which the interests of some class insinuate
into his mind. If he have not powers of intelligent self-control,
he will be in bondage to appetite, enslaved to routine, imprisoned
within the monotonous round of an imagery flowing from illiberal
interests, broken only by wild forays into the illicit.
[7.15]


Dewey’s conception of freedom is rooted in the long philosophical
tradition which views freedom in terms of individual autonomy or
“intelligent self-control.” It is freedom as much from internalized
forms of bondage as it is from social constraints, and it is
freedom both from the rule of passions and from the unexamined
dictates of custom or conventional thought. It is the full
realization of the individual capacity for self-determination and
responsibility. Obviously for Dewey the key factor enabling
individuals to achieve this degree of self-realization is education
that helps students learn to think for themselves or to use reason.
It is easy to see how this view of freedom can also be used to
justify social programs designed to eliminate oppressive conditions
in the way that Sowell’s quote from Ramsay Clark implies. Another
quote from Robert Dahl takes the notion even further and is the
basis for Sowell’s reference to “psychic benefits derivable only
from emotional ties to others.”

One’s freedom finally depends on attaining important
prime goals such as dignity, respect, love affection, solidarity,
friendship. To the extent that individuals lack these, they cannot
be free. [7.16]

Out of
context this does seem like a strange concept of freedom. Elsewhere
in the same book Dahl and Lindblom define what they mean by
freedom:

Hence it seems useful to define freedom as the
absence of obstacles to the realization of desires. Subjective
freedom is detected by an absence of frustration; or, if
frustrations are present, by the individual’s expectation that he
can make choices that will eliminate his frustrations. Objective
freedom is tested by an observer’s judgment as to whether an
individual, when he is faced with choice situations which the
observer expects to arise, will in fact make choices that will
attain his desires.

…Given this definition, it is clear that no one is
ever “absolutely free,” certainly not in the objective sense. For
no one ever attains all his desires. More than that, in all
probability no one can be entirely free in any predictable future.
Individuals can only be relatively less free or relatively more
free; it is this difference in degree that is relevant to
appraisal, not the difference between relative and absolute
freedom. [7.17]

This is a
very different view of freedom than that described by Dewey, but it
also seems a bit more reasonable than the view that Sowell seems to
ascribe to them. Sowell tends to view the difference between the
two opposed concepts of freedom in terms of a focus on process and
a focus on results.

 In contrast to
the constrained vision, which seeks to analyze, prescribe, or judge
only processes, the unconstrained vision seeks to analyze,
prescribe, or judge results – income distribution, social
mobility, and equal or unequal treatment by a variety of
institutions, for example. Processes are often condemned because
their actual results are deemed unsatisfactory, whatever their
abstract merits as processes. For example, the illusory nature of
freedom or equality to the poor has been a recurrent theme of the
unconstrained vision for centuries. The classic expression of this
view was that of Anatole France:

The law, in its majestic equality, forbids the rich
as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets,
and to steal bread. [7.18]

This really
pertains more to Sowell’s ideas about justice, but he applies it to
the unconstrained view of freedom by saying it means that if “the
actual means of achieving one’s goals are lacking, then there is no
freedom in result, even if there is freedom in the
process.” [7.19] The application of this distinction to
the concept of freedom is not at all clear to me. Regardless of how
one defines freedom, if someone is free it is the result of some
process. The process Sowell favors is non-intervention by
government or at least minimized intervention. The processes he
opposes are attempts to level the playing field based on a
different perception of the obstacles to freedom (and perhaps a
different definition of freedom). Dahl’s definition as the absence
of obstacles to the realization of desires is not really all that
different from Sowell’s, and like Sowell he is concerned with
differences in degrees of freedom.

The real
difference between their views may be that Sowell views freedom as
the natural state of the individual while Dahl may view it as
possible only within the circumstances provided by civilized
society.

Certainly
Dewey’s concept of freedom is very different from Sowell’s, and it
may make more sense to describe it in terms of having the actual
means to achieve one’s goals. For Dewey, though, everything social
is a matter of process and the distinction between process and
results is not helpful in understanding his view of freedom. Dewey
certainly does not view freedom as the natural condition of the
individual. It is more like the existential task facing each
individual, and it can only be achieved in society. In a sense
freedom is the ultimate goal. Dewey’s view of human nature and of
the individual is radically opposed to that of Sowell.

Consider the conception of the individual self. The
individualistic school of England and France in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries was empirical in intent. It based its
individualism, philosophically speaking, upon the belief that
individuals are alone real, that classes and organizations are
secondary and derived. They are artificial, while individuals are
natural. In what way then can individualism be said to come under
the animadversions that have been passed? To say the defect was
that this school overlooked those connections with other persons
which are a part of the constitution of every individual is true as
far as it goes; but unfortunately it rarely goes beyond the point
of just that wholesale justification of institutions which has been
criticized.

The real difficulty is that the individual is
regarded as something given, something already there.
Consequently, he can only be something to be catered to, something
whose pleasures are to be magnified and possessions multiplied.
When the individual is taken as something given already, anything
that can be done to him or for him it can only be by way of
external impressions and belongings: sensations of pleasure and
pain, comforts, securities. Now it is true that social
arrangements, laws, institutions are made for man, rather than that
man is made for them; that they are means and agencies of human
welfare and progress. But they are not means of obtaining something
for individuals, not even happiness. They are means of
creating individuals. Only in the physical sense of physical
bodies that to the senses are separate is individuality an original
datum. Individuality in a social and moral sense is something to be
wrought out. It means initiative, inventiveness, varied
resourcefulness, assumption of responsibility in choice of belief
and conduct. These are not gifts, but achievements. As
achievements, they are not absolute but relative to the use that is
to be made of them. And this use varies with the environment.
[7.20]

In many ways
I think Dewey pinpoints the continental divide separating liberals
and conservatives or libertarians in the United States. There may
be tensions or even contradictions in Dewey’s thought, which make
it easy to misconstrue him, but his conception of the moral and
social function of philosophy in the resolution of conflicting
desires as well as his conceptions of democracy and education have
a substantial contribution to make towards the achievement of real
political debate.

From Sowell’s point of view Dewey’s conception
of the individual as a work in progress opens the door to a moral
or intellectual hierarchy in which some individuals are more fully
realized than others and the possessors of verbal virtuosity decide
among themselves what is best for society. Consider the paean to
freedom with which Sowell concludes Knowledge and
Decisions:

Historically, freedom is a rare and fragile thing.
It has emerged out of the stalemates of would-be oppressors.
Freedom has cost the blood of millions in obscure places and in
historic sites ranging from Gettysburg to the Gulag Archipelago. A
frontal assault of freedom is still impossible in America and in
most of Western civilization. Perhaps nowhere in the world is
anyone frankly against it, though everywhere there are those
prepared to scrap it for other things that shine more brightly for
the moment. That something that cost so much in human lives should
be surrendered piecemeal in exchange for visions or rhetoric seems
grotesque. Freedom is not simply the right of the intellectuals to
circulate their merchandise. It is, above all, the right of
ordinary people to find elbow room for themselves and a refuge from
the rampaging presumption of their “betters.” [7.21]

Sowell’s concern to protect “ordinary people”
from the rampaging presumption of their “betters” may be as
fundamental to the core of his thought as the value he places on
individual liberty. The two seem inextricably intertwined, but this
may be one characteristic of his thought that distinguishes him
from many of his conservative colleagues. He does not deny that
there is a hierarchy of intelligence and that it may often be
useful or necessary to “sort and label” individuals according to
some measure of their intelligence. He is fully aware that his
intelligence and “verbal virtuosity” have been among the things
enabling him to live a somewhat privileged life, at least for much
of his adult life, and I suspect that he does not see himself as
one of the “ordinary” people. He would never claim of course that
his intelligence made him in any way morally superior.

Who or what exactly are the “ordinary people?”
They seem primarily to be all those looked down upon by the
self-appointed elite. They also seem to be those whose thought and
behavior are mainly a reflection of convention and custom, and
their valorization is bolstered by the idea of systemic
rationality.

 If systemic causation is the dominant
social force, that leaves much less of a role for the anointed,
much less importance to the difference between their knowledge,
wisdom, and virtue, on the one hand, and the knowledge, wisdom,
virtue of ordinary people, on the other. A downgrading of the
importance of the special wisdom and virtue of any elite has been a
feature of the tragic vision for centuries, going back at least as
far as Hobbes in the seventeenth century and remaining a dominant
note in the twentieth-century writings of Friedrich Hayek and
others. According to Hobbes: “A plain husband-man is more Prudent
in the affaires of his own house, than a Privy Counselor in the
affaires of other men.”

 This
conclusion reflected in part a belief that the incentives facing
decision makers had much more to do with the quality of their
decisions than differences in ability and virtue among them. It
also suggested that these latter differences were exaggerated. Both
beliefs have remained common, for centuries, among those with the
tragic vision. Adam Smith thought that men differed from one
another less than dogs. So did Friedrich Hayek two centuries later.
[7.22]

I know nothing about the range of measured
intelligence in dogs, although I certainly have felt that some dogs
were extremely smart in comparison to others; but, even if there
are some standards by which the range of human intelligence seems
relatively small, I still feel that it is significant. Even Hayek
probably had more confidence in the ability of some people to
repair the brakes on his automobile than that of others, and much
of his writing is hardly addressed to a reader of “average”
intelligence.

Sowell
follows with another citation from Hayek in which the point is
mainly that differences in individual knowledge or intelligence
pale in comparison to the totality of knowledge used in the
evolution of a dynamic civilization. As I indicated earlier this
strikes me as a peculiarly quantified idea of knowledge as
something that is “greater” when it is the “sum” of the knowledge
possessed by all the individuals involved in a social process or in
an evolutionary process. It is also, of course, a profound
skepticism about the possibility of individual wisdom or
understanding at least with regard to the functioning of society.
If we substitute a metaphor of depth for the metaphor of magnitude,
the number of individuals contributing their knowledge becomes much
less significant than the depth of knowledge possessed by some of
those individuals.

Perhaps the key to this attitude towards
ordinary people is the lumping together of “ability and virtue.”
His complaint about the intellectual elite is not about their
assessment of their own intellectual abilities but the assumption
that intellectual ability translates into moral superiority. On the
surface this strikes me more as something Sowell attributes to
intellectuals than as a trait common to most of the intellectual
elite. He of course bases it on the idea that only if one assumes
one’s own moral superiority can one presume to know what is best
for others, and he seems to view the function of the intellectual
elite as deciding what is best for others. He also bases it on the
idea that incentives facing decision makers have more impact on
their decisions than their intellectual ability. Improved
intelligence does not exempt one from susceptibility to incentives
and constraints in behavior. In his view the intellectual elite
make the same bad decisions as ordinary people if they are
confronted with the same incentives to do so. Only a morally
superior person can be expected to put the interests of others
above his own interests, and Sowell sees no evidence that surrogate
decision makers possess superior virtue.

Invocations of “the common man,” like appeals to
“common sense,” are reassuring because they imply that everyone is
capable of understanding the truly important things about living
well. The idea of democracy seems to be based on the assumption
that the opinions or judgments of the average citizen are
sufficient for deciding political or legal issues. People involved
with complex issues in economic policy or international affairs may
easily become skeptical about the ability of “the common man” to
decide what is best. There is a marvelous example of this in
Remains of the Day when one of the guests at Darlington Hall
asks the butler his opinion on the gold standard and other issues
of the day. [7.23] Technical issues in economic policy
obviously demand a high degree of intelligence and specialized
knowledge. They do not seem to lend themselves to solutions based
on public opinion polls or voting. Sowell might object that such
issues represent forms of governmental intervention that are
inevitably counterproductive and the question of whether the common
man understands them well enough is moot. His view of systemic
rationality does not require that individuals understand or even
know about anything more than the incentives and constraints on
their own behavior.

Sowell’s
valorization of the common man is obviously rooted in his views of
human nature and his rejection of Enlightenment ideas about
individual autonomy or self-determination. The individual is the
irreducible given and the values of the individual are an
expression of his desires, which seem to be more or less arbitrary
and not subject to evaluation except in utilitarian terms.
Education of the individual involves the acquisition of skills and
the internalization of cultural attitudes without any sense that
its goal is the creation of an autonomous individual as it is with
Dewey. He characterizes the unconstrained vision of human nature as
a belief that human nature is changeable and perfectible, but he
does not really seem to address the idea that education can involve
the transformation of the individual from someone whose behavior is
completely conditioned by external influences into an autonomous
individual whose behavior is more and more determined by his own
understanding and will. This is not necessarily a vision of human
nature as changeable; it is rather a view of human nature that
involves the possibility of maturation, growth and individuation.
Sowell scoffs at the ideas of “false consciousness” and
“consciousness raising” as though they are just meaningless jargon
designed to promote the agenda of an elite and denigrate the
thinking of “ordinary people.” He virtually dismisses the relevance
of “articulated rationality” for morality as though it had nothing
to do with increased awareness of the meaning and consequences of
behavior and was simply verbal dexterity often employed to evade
reality or justify predetermined choices.

Another feature of the prevailing vision is that the
anointed must try to change the fundamental character of their
fellow human beings, to make them more like themselves. Thus
phrases about “raising the consciousness” of others, making them
“aware,” or hoping that they will “grow.” In other words, the
anointed must not only design a different world from that which
exists, they must people that world with different creatures,
custom-made for the purpose.

Here the contrast with the tragic vision is
particularly sharp. Those with the tragic vision are seeking to
maintain or promote social arrangements which they deem suitable to
the kind of people they are familiar with, whether from personal
experience or from historical or other sources, and tend to regard
schemes that would require people to be fundamentally different as
schemes likely to fail. But, to those with the vision of the
anointed, to say that a particular plan or policy is contrary to
human nature as we know it is only to say that human nature must be
changed. Thus the vocabulary of the anointed is replete with such
terms as “sensitizing,” “enlightening,” or “reeducating” other
people. [7.24]

To believe that individuals can become more
aware and change their political or social views based on an
increased or altered awareness is not to say that a change occurs
in their human nature, but simply that human nature includes the
possibility of change and education. What Sowell is saying seems
peculiarly at odds with his own career, which has been a virtual
crusade to make “ordinary people” more aware of how he thinks
society works and to persuade them to resist trends which he
believes are indicative of degenerative or self-destructive trends
in our society. Sowell himself started out as a Marxist economist,
and he points out that most conservative economists were at some
point early in their careers under the sway of the prevailing
vision. If he knows he and others like him have changed as they
have become more aware, why does he reject any approach which is
based on the hope of making others more aware?

For Sowell morality seems to be based on
inhibitions inculcated by the culture. There is to my mind
something vaguely Pavlovian about the way in which society survives
by conditioning individuals to observe customs and codes of
behavior that have evolved unconsciously over the centuries. Sowell
objects to the personification of society when it is used as an
explanation for the conditions of large segments of the population
by portraying them as victims. His own view of society, however,
seems to be based on a biological metaphor of an organism that
evolves by adapting to its environment. Individual behavior is
guided by a set of incentives and constraints embedded in the
culture and learned by the individual as he matures. Rare
individuals may attain the wisdom that enables them to articulate
the rationality embodied in the customs and moral codes, but such
understanding is in no way required for ordinary people nor does it
seem necessary for the survival of the society. What is necessary
is simply that people allow the trial-and-error evolutionary
process to proceed at its own pace. They must also understand that
things will never be perfect and that deliberate critical attempts
to alter the time tested moral code will most likely be
counterproductive. Nonetheless Sowell seems to think the common man
can be led astray and that cultures can self-destruct. He does not
seem to think the proper attitude towards the death throes of one’s
own culture is stoic acceptance and equanimity. He has devoted much
of his career to sounding the alarm and trying to turn the tide in
order to save the culture he values.

Despite the fact that Sowell rejects the idea of
an existential project of self-creation that produces the
autonomous individual, he insists that personal responsibility or
accountability is a key ingredient for a viable social fabric. Many
of his objections to social policies are based on the idea that
they undermine any sense of personal responsibility in those who
benefit from social welfare. This is, of course, a common theme in
conservative thought.

With Sowell I am inclined to say his emphasis is
on accountability rather than what I tend to think of as
responsibility. There is a difference between being held
accountable by others and taking full responsibility for one’s own
behavior. Sowell seems to view society as a natural system composed
of discrete individuals whose behavior interacts in ways that
constitute the system. The behavior of these individuals is
determined by the choices they make, and choices are an expression
of desires in the context of incentives and constraints. Choice for
Sowell seems to be a decision based on an assessment of the
consequences of alternative forms of behavior. In other words it
seems to be a cerebral function based on knowledge or at least on
estimations of the consequences of each alternative. Sometimes I
have the feeling with Sowell that behavior boils down to
information processing in a way that ignores any emotional or
irrational component of desire. Perhaps emotion or irrational
desire gives rise to the need to make a decision, and the decision
making process itself is purely cerebral reasoning. Needless to say
the reasoning may not be fully articulated, but I sense that he
would say that it is entirely a matter of causation and estimated
consequences. The incentives or constraints may be internalized
approval or condemnation rather than material rewards or
punishments, but they are always understood in terms of
consequences of the action. One might want to say that a lack of
resources is a constraint confronting an individual which prevents
him from acting effectively in a certain way, but I suspect Sowell
would simply say that the individual cannot choose to do something
that is not within his power to do, so a lack of resources is not a
relevant constraint in a decision making process. A choice is
always a choice between real options.

When Sowell emphasizes that morality is a matter
of intention, he is acknowledging the possibility of unintended
consequences and saying that moral blame or praise cannot be
bestowed because of the consequences of someone’s behavior. For him
whether a person is morally good is purely a function of what he or
she intends, and the social benefits of his behavior are a
completely separate matter. Unintended consequences may be socially
beneficial, as they are in his view when the market functions
properly. People acting out of self-interest set in motion
processes that ultimately tend towards a stable system, provided
there is no disruption or intervention. Unintended consequences may
also be disastrous for the individual. An entrepreneur may be
ruined if he has put all his money into the production of a product
for which he has grossly misjudged the demand. There is a certain
amount of inevitable collateral damage in the process by which a
market is stabilized, and awareness of such risks is part of the
constraints faced by each individual. Suppressing that awareness in
any way will remove a necessary constraint and encourage
individuals to engage in risky behavior.

This seems to me to be the framework within
which personal responsibility is an issue for Sowell. People need
to understand that their actions have consequences for themselves
as well as for society at large. Do the wrong thing and you may
suffer. Play by the rules and you may have a chance to prosper. A
corollary of this is the notion that if someone is suffering, it
may well be because he or she did the wrong thing or did not play
by the rules. Any attempt to shield someone from the consequences
of their own behavior only sends the wrong message. If this seems
harsh to me, it is probably because I think there are plenty of
individuals whose suffering is not the result of their own choices
or behavior and even think that providing assistance to someone who
is suffering from the consequences of his own bad choices does not
necessarily encourage him to continue making bad choices. Addicts
can occasionally benefit from intervention.

The difference to my mind between accountability
and responsibility is mostly a matter of connotations.
Accountability seems to connote judgment after the fact by others
and the imposition of penalties. Responsibility can connote more an
attitude of the individual in which there is a willingness to
assume any obligations incurred by the consequences of his actions.
It also connotes a kind of awareness that precedes the choice or
action and involves circumspection or consideration of the possible
consequences to others. Sowell’s sense of responsibility seems to
be more a matter of evaluating how the individual’s behavior
functioned as a cause in the creation of a set of circumstances,
for which he can be held at least partially accountable. It would
seem from this point of view that one could be held accountable for
the unintended consequences of one’s actions.

In The Vision of the Anointed the issue
of personal responsibility is raised as part of the discussion of
the rhetoric or “verbal tactics” employed by the anointed. The
rhetoric is used to imply that things happen to people rather than
being caused by their own behavior. (See Chapter 6.)
Obviously not everything that happens to someone is caused by his
own choices or behavior, and even Sowell’s examples of issues that
the anointed try to evade with “deterministic assertions” can be
viewed differently in terms of how much control the individual has
over the situation in which the choices occur. “Just Say No” may be
effective advice for some people considering potentially
self-destructive behavior, but it also seems ludicrously naïve for
others. As much as Sowell may want to emphasize that each teenage
pregnancy is the result of a decision made by the teenager, he is
also concerned about the prevalence of teenage pregnancy and might
look for some kind of “explanation.” His explanation would probably
be lack of proper moral education, and this of course is not the
result of the teenager’s choices or behavior. He also tends to cite
trends in sex education as a contributing factor associated with an
increase in teenage pregnancy. Any human behavior can be viewed in
terms of either free will or determinism. Attempting to alleviate
the “root causes” of socially detrimental behavior does not equate
with a denial of free will in individuals engaging in such
behavior.

For Sowell the ability of the individual to make
decisions is obviously key to the dignity of the individual. He
criticizes the attitude of intellectual elites who seem to imply
that many or even most individuals are not capable of deciding for
themselves what is best.

Since the bottom line of the prevailing vision is
that the anointed are moral surrogates to make decisions for other
people, those other people must be seen as incapable of making the
right decisions for themselves. The concept of personal
responsibility is thus anathema to this vision and the vocabulary
of the anointed reflects this. [7.25]

While there may be plenty of radicals or
liberals who believe the masses are helpless children who must be
cared for, just as there are plenty of conservatives who believe
the hoi polloi need to be kept in line to prevent mob rule, I think
it is stretching things to claim that the concept of personal
responsibility is anathema to prevailing vision among the
intellectual elite. The desire to address social conditions that
foster anti-social behavior is not a rejection of the concept of
personal responsibility anymore than the desire to foster moral
education in the home and prevent other cultural institutions from
undermining it. They are just different avenues to the same goal,
and both ultimately assume that individuals are making decisions
impacting themselves and society at large. The arrogant
intellectual seems to me for the most part to be a straw man
conjured up by Sowell to bolster his argument against centralized
decision-making by delegates. It is a corollary of his belief that
the best process for guiding the evolution of society is the
systemic process based on widely dispersed individual decisions
rather than a plan devised by an elite. It is also part of his
rejection of “articulated rationality” as the best form of
knowledge to use in establishing social policy. The prevailing
vision favors articulated rationality over the type of knowledge
embedded in custom or tradition.

In the vision of the anointed, not only must other
people be either intellectually or morally incapable of making the
right decisions for themselves individually, the traditions they
use to supplement their own thinking, and the systemic processes
which coordinate their competing desires and complementary inputs –
the marketplace, for example – must be depicted as inadequate to
the task, without the benign intervention of the anointed.
[7.26]

The reason that the “ordinary person” is just as
wise as the elite intellectual is because his thinking is
determined by customs and cultural traditions that have evolved
over the centuries. Of course knee-jerk liberals supplement their
own thinking with a different tradition, which has also been
evolving for centuries. The real issue is whether anything can be
done to enable individuals to make “better” decisions. Sowell
clearly thinks pregnant teenagers and drug addicts could have made
better decisions, so the issue is not whether anyone else is
authorized to judge the quality of an individual’s decision. Sowell
includes the encouragement of “nonjudgmental” attitudes as one of
the trends in education that are undermining the moral fabric of
society, and his idea of personal responsibility clearly involves
the kind of judgment involved in holding someone accountable for
his behavior. Sowell will presumably say that moral education
belongs in the home and church rather than public schools, but it
is unclear to me what he recommends when home and church fail to do
their job and a vicious circle starts producing generations of
individuals without proper moral education. My best guess is that
he wants the government to avoid efforts at moral education and
simply enforce the laws necessary to preserve society. Eventually
after a generation or two suffers the consequences of their own
poor choices, perhaps families and other institutions will see
clearly the incentives and constraints presented by society and
regain the ability to provide the young with a proper moral
education. I for one am glad I am too old to be able to live
through this period of readjustment.

Another aspect of Sowell’s ideas about
morality that I would like to explore is his conception of moral
authority. In his critique of the true motivation of intellectuals
moral authority seems to mean the power to establish what is good
or right for all of society, hence their goal is to gain moral
hegemony. Hegemony can connote dominance or leadership, but it is
generally associated with the power exercised by a dominant element
of a society. This is a somewhat different sense of moral authority
than that connoted by the attribution of moral authority to Gandhi.
Moral authority is commonly attributed to Gandhi because he not
only knew what was right but he also had absolute integrity in his
commitment to doing the right thing. He attracted and persuaded
people as much by the example of his behavior and manner as by the
intellectual force of his ideas. In Sowell’s world intellectuals
acquire moral authority by “verbal virtuosity,” and he stops just
short of calling them cynical hypocrites because he allows that
they may be bamboozled by their own rhetoric. He is convinced,
though, that intellectuals are really motivated by a desire for
self-aggrandizement, if not in terms of actual political power, at
least in terms of their status as morally superior and their
influence on whoever actually wields the political power. One
could, of course, attribute everything Gandhi did to a kind of
egomania or desire for status or fame and claim that he simply had
an uncanny ability to perceive an unusual path to achieving his end
even if it meant almost starving himself to death and spending time
in prison. Needless to say I am not inclined to view Gandhi this
way, and the question I am left with is what are the implications
of Sowell’s views about the power of “verbal virtuosity” and the
gullibility of the ordinary person or even the intellectual who is
blinded by his own rhetoric.

One does not acquire moral authority or gravitas
simply by self-promotion. It must be bestowed by others even if
they are being seduced by rhetoric. Perhaps in Sowell’s world
acquiring moral authority is comparable to be becoming a celebrity.
The people who award or bolster the celebrity status of someone
obviously derive some benefit from it. There is some need that is
filled even if the celebrity is only famous for being famous or the
moral authority is only offering verbal virtuosity.

There is finally one other angle from which
Sowell views morality that is worth noting – a connection between
invocations of morality in public policy and a concentration of
power.

The moralistic approach to public policy is not
merely a political advantage to those seeking greater concentration
of power. Moralism in itself implies a concentration of power. More
justice for all is a contradiction in terms, in a world of diverse
values and disparate conceptions of justice itself. “More” justice
is such a world means forcible imposition of one particular brand
of justice – i.e. less freedom. Perfect justice in this context
means perfect tyranny. The point is not merely semantic or
theoretical. The reach of national political power into every nook
and cranny has proceeded in step with campaigns for greater “social
justice.” [7.27]

This is
another perspective on the notion that morality inherently tends
towards fanaticism and the imposition of one moral code on
everyone, but the danger of the concentration of power in a society
is a major theme in Sowell’s thought as it is in the thought of
many other conservatives. One of Hayek’s main theses was the idea
that central planning inevitably lead to totalitarianism, and
Sowell seems to want to purge all references to morality from
public debate in order to avoid the institutionalization of a rigid
moral code.


 


Rights and
Justice

Sowell discusses rights mainly as a corollary to
his ideas about different visions of justice. His comments on
rights also occur in other contexts: a consideration of legal or
contractual limits in transactions viewed under an economic model
and a discussion of the rhetorical strategies of the anointed. He
does not seem to think in terms of men being “endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable rights.” The idea that rights are
inherent in our humanity is something he associates with the
unconstrained vision.

…[T]he unconstrained vision sees rights as inhering
in individuals for their own individual benefit and as fundamental
recognitions of their humanity. Free-speech rights or property
rights are therefore justified or not by their relative importance
to the individuals who exercise them. [8.1]

In this [the unconstrained] vision, the rights of
individuals are to be “taken seriously” as essential recognitions
of their humanity, and social expediency is to yield when basic
human rights such as free speech or the right of the accused to
constitutional protection are at issue. [8.2]

As with other aspects of the constrained and
unconstrained vision, he attempts to contrast the conception of
rights in terms of process and results. The main difference,
however, is that for the constrained vision rights are created by
laws or contracts and their ultimate justification is based on
social expediency.

[T]he constrained vision thinks of legal boundaries
within which private individuals and groups may make their own
decisions, without being second-guessed by political or legal
authorities as to whether those decisions are wise or foolish,
noble or mean. From the standpoint of the constrained vision, the
scope of those boundaries of immunity from public authority are the
scope of people’s rights. This is a process conception of
rights – the legal ability of people to carry on certain processes
without regard to the desirability of the particular
results, as judged by others.


Although these rights, as zones of immunity from public authority,
belong to individuals, their whole purpose is social, in the
constrained vision. In that vision, the sacrifice of the individual
for the social good has a long tradition going back at least as far
as Adam Smith in philosophy and economics, and Holmes and
Blackstone in American and British law, respectively. [8.3]

Rather than governments being instituted to
“secure” rights, rights are created by imposing limits on the power
of government, by establishing “boundaries of immunity from public
authority.” This seems in keeping with the spirit of the Bill of
Rights although the Tenth Amendment acknowledges that there may be
other rights than those explicitly listed in the Constitution, and
the wording of the Bill of Rights often seems to me to imply that
the rights exist on their own. The purpose of the amendments is to
insure that the government does not violate these rights presumably
in the way the English government violated the unalienable rights
of the colonists.

I am perfectly content to have rights created by
some kind of social contract rather than being given by God or
somehow inherent in being human. To say that rights are part and
parcel of human dignity seems to me to be an affirmation of a
commitment to a certain kind of ideal human society. It may be a
creative act choosing or defining what it means to be human. I
suspect my ideas about the kind of social contract underlying
rights is vague or expansive in comparison to what Sowell has in
mind. I certainly would not be inclined to describe it in terms of
the sacrifice of the individual for the social good. I would be
more likely to think of society being constituted to promote and
support the development of the individual. More to the point though
I am inclined to view the social contract as an evolving aspect of
culture rather than being limited to explicit laws, contracts or
judicial rulings. For example, Sowell dismisses as empty rhetoric
appeals to “rights” which have no explicit underlying agreement
among all involved.

Much advocacy by intellectuals involve assertions of
“rights” for which no basis is asked or given. Neither
constitutional provisions, legislative enactments, contractual
obligations, nor international treaties are cited as bases for
these “rights.” Thus there are “rights” to “a living wage,” “decent
housing,” “affordable health care,” and numerous other benefits,
material and psychic. That such things may be desirable is not the
issue. The real issue is why such things are regarded as
obligations – the logical corollary of rights – upon other people
who have agreed to no such obligation. If someone has a right,
someone else has an obligation. But the proposed right to a “living
wage,” for example, is not based on any obligation agreed to by an
employer. On the contrary, this “right” is cited as a reason why
government should force the employer to pay what third parties
would like to see paid.

“Rights,” as the term is used ideologically, imply
no mutual agreement of any kind, whether among individuals,
enterprises or nations. … Again, “rights,” as the term is used
ideologically, are ultimately assertions of arbitrary authority by
third parties to prescribe what others have never agreed to.
[8.4]

I would be inclined to say that there is a
“right” to decent housing or affordable healthcare if enough of us
insist that there is. In other words I probably agree with Sowell
that the term is being used “ideologically,” but I do not
necessarily view that as a pejorative description. To argue that
there is a right to affordable health care is to attempt to muster
support for a vision of society which includes that commitment to
all its members. To dismiss the appeal because such a vision has
not already been institutionalized is, it seems to me, to miss the
point of the rhetoric. Sowell would prefer to have the argument be
about whether providing affordable health care to all is worth what
it costs once all the trade-offs have been accounted for, and he
should certainly try to redirect the discussion towards a fuller
appreciation of the costs, but I believe he discredits his own
argument by attempting to dismiss any talk of such “rights” as
nonsensical rhetoric.

I would also be inclined to point out that the
employer who has not agreed to any obligation to pay his workers a
“living wage” may have had to take out a license to run his
business. Perhaps Sowell objects to business licenses on principle,
but the fact that a business must be licensed indicates to me that
the business owner is agreeing to some conditions under which he
may run his business. I see no reason why minimum wage requirements
may not be a part of those conditions if the community has decided
it only wants businesses that pay a “living wage.”

Sowell’s real point is the relationship between
rights and obligations. As he says elsewhere [8.5] to claim
someone has a right to affordable housing is to claim that someone
has the obligation to incur the expense of constructing or
providing that housing. He objects to the implication that someone
should feel entitled to “free” housing when most of us pay for our
houses for most of our lives. I would be inclined to shift the
focus from whether some indigent citizen is “entitled” to a “free”
house to whether the rest of us really want to live in a society
where some people live in cardboard boxes or traffic tunnels or
parks. I would rather they did not, but that does not necessarily
mean that I feel obliged to invite them to share my own house. My
hope is that we can pool our resources in a way that makes it
possible for them to live in a decent building. No one would deny
that there are costs involved in ensuring that everyone has access
to decent housing. Obviously it is a matter of priorities and
classifying something as a “right” is a way of giving it the
highest possible priority.

Much of Sowell’s concerns about rights probably
stems from the possibility of a conflict between different rights
and the question of how to resolve it. One example he chooses is a
conflict between the right to free speech and property rights in
the form of disputes as to whether people could picket in front of
a store in a privately owned shopping mall or a Jehovah’s Witness
could distribute religious leaflets on the sidewalks of a company
town, which was viewed as private property. In each case the owner
of the property attempted to assert their rights by having the
people arrested for trespassing.. The Supreme Court ruled that
forbidding the picketing or distribution of the leaflets was a
violation of the right to free speech under the First Amendment.
Sowell views this as a “results conception” of the right to free
speech rather than a “process conception,” [8.6] but clearly
these issues involve murky distinctions between public places and
privately owned property. Sowell devotes several pages in
Knowledge and Decisions to a cost-benefit analysis of the
issues. [8.7] It is worth taking a close look at his
analysis because it is an excellent example of how his economic
model shapes his thought.

In Knowledge and Decisions Sowell
analyzes the ways in which social decisions are made and develops
his case for the efficacy of systemic processes rather than
centralized decision-making. He uses an idea of the “cost” of
knowledge to compare various decision-making processes ranging from
the unregulated interplay of individual decisions to centralized
planning, and he describes trends he sees in decision-making
processes in economics, law and politics. He discusses the issue of
free speech as an example of a trend in law primarily in the
expansion of the concept of speech to include activities such as
picketing and even symbolic gestures such as flag burning. He also
sees a trend in the interpretation of “free” in economic terms
rather than just political terms, i.e. the idea that speech is no
longer free is if access to the public becomes prohibitively
expensive.

He begins by looking for the ultimate ground for
a right to free speech. It is nice for the individual to be able to
say whatever he wants, but the need for freedom of speech is not
just to satisfy the desires of individuals to express themselves.
Like most people Sowell recognizes that democracy cannot survive
without the free exchange of information and ideas, and he couches
this in terms of the “cost” of knowledge. Knowledge has “costs”
because the individual must make some kind of effort to acquire it,
and, as a corollary to this, the amount of knowledge that any given
individual can acquire or possess is limited.

It is not merely as an individual benefit but as a
system requirement that free speech is integral to democratic
political processes. The systemic value of free speech depends upon
the high individual cost of knowledge – that is, lack of
omniscience. [8.8]

Sowell goes
beyond the obvious aspect of the limits on the knowledge of an
individual to a conception of truth as communal or based on
consensus of some sort. No individual can claim access to ultimate
truth, and the best indication of the validity of an idea is its
acceptance by the community. While there may be a model of the
scientific method underlying his idea of truth, he explicates it
with a quote from Oliver Wendell Holmes, saying “the best test of
truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the
competition of the market.” [8.9] Here he seems to me to be stepping
into quicksand since there is no way to distinguish truth from a
widely accepted belief that may have been promoted via propaganda
or simple misunderstanding. Sowell attempts to bolster this notion
of truth by viewing it as a systemic process comparable to the
interaction of preferences in an unregulated market economy. I am
inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt and assume that he is
simply enamored of the idea of a “marketplace of ideas” without
thinking through all its implications. I am also more than willing
to concede that “truth” may be consensual, although I suspect
Sowell would not be comfortable with all the implications of such a
view. Whether or not a right to free speech necessarily rests on
such an underlying conception of truth is another matter.

It is
interesting to me that Sowell does not cite Holmes other famous
opinion on free speech in which he said, “The most stringent
protection of free speech would not protect a man falsely shouting
fire in a theater and causing a panic.” In this example it is the
truth or falsity of the communication that determines whether it is
protected by the right to free speech. If there were in fact a fire
in the theater, one might even have an obligation to inform
everyone as fast as possible. Even more interesting to me is the
fact that this view was part of an opinion in a unanimous decision
ruling that it was illegal to distribute leaflets opposing the
draft during World War I. The criterion for deciding whether the
speech is protected is a purely utilitarian one in terms of whether
the speech in some way threatens to sabotage or undermine society.
As Holmes put it, “The question in every case is whether the words
used are used in such circumstances and are of such a nature as to
create a clear and present danger that they will bring about the
substantive evils that Congress has a right to prevent.”
[8.10]

For our purposes here is it sufficient to
understand that Sowell views the right to free speech as grounded
in a consideration of what is beneficial to society, or at least to
a democratic or pluralistic society.

In short the right of free speech is not an opaque
“sacred” right of an individual, anymore than other rights such as
property rights are “sacred” individual possessions. All are
justified (or not) by the litmus test of their social
expediency…in the larger and longer-run sense that we can judge the
historic benefits of systemic interplay better than we can
determine individual wisdom in word or deed in process.
[8.11]

Free speech is deemed a right because it works,
and for Sowell this means it increases the efficiency of the
transmission of knowledge on which decisions are based. It also
means that it may be appropriate to limit freedom of speech,
especially if it conflicts with some other equally important right
or social process. To see how this has played out over the last 50
years of so, Sowell examines a series of Supreme Court decisions
attempting to resolve conflicts between free speech and property
rights. What he sees is a trend based on a failure to adequately
consider all the “costs” involved in the decisions and on a
misunderstanding of some basic aspects of the conflicts.

He notes first the way in which the
interpretation of “free” and “speech” have been expanded.

The basic conception of freedom of speech – that the
substantive content of individual communication be uncontrolled by
government – has been judicially supplemented or extended by
considering the economic cost of communication. If the content of
speech remains unconstrained by government, but the modalities of
its delivery are restricted (e.g. bans on sound trucks at 2:00
a.m.) then beyond some point in such restrictions, the alternative
costs of other modes of communication could conceivably price the
speaker out of the market. “Freedom” of speech has therefore, in
recent decades, come to include concern for the cost of
communication – almost as if “free” had an economic rather than a
political meaning. [8.12]

This is an instance of the difference between
“freedom from” and “freedom to” which we saw earlier in Sowell’s
discussion of liberty or freedom. Am I free to express my views if
the only way I can get anyone to hear or read them is to purchase
expensive “media time?” There may be some leaps in Sowell’s logic I
do not understand, but ultimately the point seems clear enough.
Regulating “modalities of delivery” such as blaring sound trucks
seems at first to be a separate issue from freedom of speech since
outlawing sound trucks altogether does not really prohibit anyone
from freely expressing their ideas in other ways. If haranguing
passer-bys from a soapbox in the Hyde Park tradition is declared to
be a public nuisance, the issue starts to feel closer to home. If
public debate of issues takes place largely in paid advertisements
in various media, then clearly the playing field gets tilted in
favor of those with more money, even if their opponents are
perfectly free to canvas neighborhoods and argue their case.
Sowell’s own appeal to the marketplace of ideas seems to fall short
if that marketplace is indeed a market in which media time or space
is sold to the highest bidders.

Sowell’s response to the idea that freedom of
speech is restricted if the media costs are prohibitive is simply
to say that one always has alternative channels of communication
available. He cites this option in discussing the principles
underlying a conflict between a privately owned company town and a
Jehovah’s Witness distributing leaflets on its sidewalks.

Both the solicitor and the solicited have
alternative channels of communication. To claim that the costs of
some alternative channels are “prohibitive” is to miss the whole
point of costs – which is to precisely to be prohibitive. Costs
transmit inherent limitations of resources compared to the
desires for them, but do not create this fundamental
disproportionality. All costs are prohibitive to some degree, and
virtually no costs are prohibitive absolutely. Clearly, the costs
of passing out leaflets would pay for direct mailing instead, or
for newspaper ads, telephone solicitations, public gatherings,
etc.

“Free speech” in the sense of speech free of
governmental control does not imply inexpensive message
transmission, any more than the right to privacy implies subsidized
window shades. [8.13]

While this argument may be harder to grasp out
of context, I am puzzled by the idea that the costs of passing out
leaflets would pay for direct mailing instead. Surely one of the
reasons for distributing the leaflets in person is the lower cost,
since the person distributing the leaflet is a volunteer.

Expansion of the idea of “speech” to include
activities other than written or verbal communication has resulted
from a series of court decisions and seems to be something Sowell
regards with some concern.

“Speech” has also been judicially expanded to
include various forms of articulation (picketing, for example) and
even inarticulate symbolism (flag burning). Extensions of the
concept of “speech” to other activities places other aspects of
these activities – harassment and intimidation, for example – under
constitutional protection intended only for communication.
Similarly, extending the freedom of the press can mean allowing
newspapers to be used as protected conduits for threats or ransom
demands by individuals or groups who communicate with victims or
their families or authorities via newspaper stories phone to
reporters. [8.14]

Sowell is right that picketing is something more
than speech, although speech is obviously one aspect of it. Part of
the point of picketing is to inform the public of practices of some
company, but another part of the picket is an attempt to influence
the behavior of the public and discourage them from doing business
with the company. When this crosses the line from persuasion to
intimidation is obviously a matter of the particular circumstances.
Sowell seems concerned that it will not be possible to distinguish
between the speech aspects of a picket and its other aspects when
interpreting it in terms of freedom of speech. I see nothing in the
example she describes that supports this concern. I am also puzzled
by the implications of the concern that freedom of the press can be
interpreted to allow newspapers to publish ransom demands. I am not
at all sure what Sowell’s point is here, since it seems to me that
the newspaper is simply functioning as a communication link that
will help the police and others to resolve a problem. Is Sowell
suggesting that publication of such stories should be censored as a
means of discouraging criminals from taking hostages, that the
inability to communicate via newspapers in this way would remove
some of the incentive to engage in criminal behavior?

I have no problem with the interpretation of
symbolic gestures such as flag burning as a form of “speech.” Given
the extent to which our culture depends on visual as opposed to
verbal communication, I think it makes sense to classify images as
a form of speech, and I am willing to stretch this to include
performance gestures as well. Whether it is acceptable to outlaw
certain gestures or forms of speech because they are offensive is
perhaps an example of whether freedom of speech may be limited by
some other social concern. It is not an aspect of the conflict of
rights Sowell explores here.

Sowell builds
his discussion around four Supreme Court decisions: Thornhill v.
Alabama (1940), Marsh v. Alabama (1946), Food
Employees Union v. Logan Valley Plaza (1968) and Lloyd
Corporation v. Tanner (1972). Thornhill v. Alabama ruled
that peaceful picketing was protected by the First Amendment.
Marsh v. Alabama ruled that distribution of Jehovah’s
Witness leaflets on the sidewalk of a privately owned company town
was protected free speech because there was no functional
difference between the company town and an ordinary town. Food
Employees Union v. Logan Valley Plaza ruled in favor of
the union’s right to picket in the plaza because the parking lot
and sidewalks of the plaza were deemed to be public spaces, even
though they were owned by the plaza. With Lloyd Corporation v.
Tanner the court began backpedal and ruled that the owners of a
mall were entitled to prohibit distribution of anti-war handbills
in the mall because the handbills had nothing to do with the
operations of the mall unlike the picketing at the Logan Valley
Plaza. In 1975 the decision of Food Employees Union v. Logan
Valley Plaza was overturned in Hudgens v. N.L.R.B. in
which the court ruled that picketers had no First Amendment right
to picket in a shopping center.

I may not be
equipped to untangle all the legal precedents and issues involved
in these cases, but I can perhaps get at the essence of Sowell’s
argument. One of the first points he makes is that the First
Amendment is a restriction on the powers of Congress, while these
cases are imposing restrictions on private property owners. They
key to this is an interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment which
says, “No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge
the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States.” In
the case of Marsh v Alabama the state was not explicitly
forbidding the distribution of the leaflets, but “the state’s
enforcement of the property owner’s rights against trespass was
held to be sufficient to transform the property owner’s ban into
“state action” in violation of a constitutional right.”
[8.15] The right to enjoy freedom of press and
religion was seen to outweigh the property rights.

Sowell recognizes that there is a conflict in
rights here, but he casts it in terms of costs and benefits and
raises the question of the best process for balancing those costs
and benefits.

The fact that different costs and benefits must be
balanced does not in itself imply who must balance them – or
even that there must be a single balance for all, or a unitary
viewpoint (one “we”) from which the issue is categorically
resolved. Each individual who chooses whether or not to live, work
or shop in a privately owned development can balance the cost of
those rules against the benefits of living, working, or shopping
there, just as people individually balance the costs of
participating in other activities under privately prescribed rules
(e.g. eating in a restaurant that requires a coat and tie,
attending a stage performance where cameras are forbidden, living
in an apartment building that bans pets). [8.16]

When Sowell
abstracts the issue into individuals balancing costs and benefits,
I feel as though the ground is tilting beneath me in some way that
feels wrong. Causing a shift in perspective is, of course, the
whole point of abstracting an issue like this, but I feel as though
something is falling through the cracks when the issue is
reformulated in terms of each individual deciding whether the rules
for a particular establishment are onerous enough to dissuade him
or her visiting the establishment. At first blush the relevance of
this perspective to Marsh v. Alabama certainly seems
strained. One additional move Sowell makes to reveal the relevance
is to point out that the property owner (in this case Gulf
Shipbuilding Corporation who owned the company town) is really just
a middleman or intermediary between the Jehovah’s Witness and the
people of the town.

From a social decision-making point of view, it is a
misstatement of the issue to represent the opposing interests as
being the property owner and the leaflet dispenser. The owner of
the development is a middleman, whose own direct interest is in
seeking profit, and whose specific actions in his role as middleman
represent transmissions of the perceived preferences of other
people – tenants and shoppers – who are the source of his profits.
The real balance is between one individual’s desire for an audience
and the prospective audience’s willingness to play that role. How
important another channel of communication is to the audience is
incrementally variable, according to each individual’s
already existing access to television, newspapers, magazines, mail
advertisements, lectures, rallies – and other places and times
where leaflets can be handed out and received. [8.17]

First of all,
I am not certain how company towns worked and whether they were all
the same, but in some instances I am under the impression that the
company behind the town owned everything in it including the retail
businesses. To speak of tenants in a company town may be to blur
the distinction between the old-fashioned company town and the
contemporary commercial development. In the case of a true company
town, it may not make sense to say that the company is a middleman
in this way. So far as I can determine at the time of the conflict
with Marsh, Chickasaw was not purely a company town but included
some business space leased to others in addition to the
company-owned drugstore, grocery store, restaurant and post office.
What is not at all clear to me is why the company would want to
prohibit the distribution of Jehovah’s Witness literature in the
town. I assume it is a matter of wanting to maintain complete
control over the town, but Sowell seems to view it in terms of
making sure that the businesses could attract the maximum number of
customers. (If Chickasaw were a company town of the sort that I
imagine, its businesses would have presumably had a captive
audience.) Sowell looks at the perceived (or imagined?) preferences
of the shoppers who regarded the Jehovah’s Witnesses as a
nuisance.

There is something weird to me about the idea
that freedom of speech involves a balance between an individual’s
desire for an audience and the prospective audience’s willingness
to play that role. What does someone else’s willingness to listen
have to do with my freedom of speech? Surely my right to free
speech is not dependent upon my saying something others want to
hear or saying it in a way that others like. Perhaps I am
misunderstanding Sowell’s point. He is trying to describe the
situation in terms of individual decisions and the incentives and
information that may affect these decisions. The point of this is
to see what happens when formal political institutions or judicial
decisions replace the unregulated system interactions.

Under informal or noninstitutionalized
decision-making processes, with neither the government nor the
developer involved, the leaflet distributor would have no incentive
to take account of the external costs imposed on people who prefer
undisturbed coming and going to receiving his message.
[8.18]

The external costs to the shoppers is the
annoyance of being accosted, and, if this makes them less inclined
to go to the stores, the leaflet distributor is imposing external
costs on the vendors by a reduction in sales. Sowell adds that even
if the leaflet distributor were aware of the “cost” she was
imposing on the shoppers, there would still be no incentive not to
continue accosting them – unless of course the shoppers or
merchants expressed their displeasure physically. I think it is
possible that a Jehovah’s Witness might respond to a sense of how
unwelcome she was by being less aggressive in accosting people, but
Sowell’s point stands that there is no formal process balancing the
“costs” the leaflet distributor is “imposing” on the shoppers and
merchants. Economic institutions can provide this balancing
process.

Formal economic institutions translate the pleasure
or displeasure of tenants, shoppers, or other users of a private
development into a higher or lower financial value for a given set
of physical structures. The property owner, even if he lives
elsewhere, or is personally indifferent about leaflets, has an
incentive to produce whatever degree of privacy or tranquility is
desired, as long as the cost of production to him does not exceed
its value to those who want it, as revealed by their willingness to
pay for it. More importantly, those property owners who are
mistaken as to the nature and magnitude of other people’s
desires for privacy or tranquility find the value of their property
less than anticipated, and therefore have an incentive to
strengthen, loosen, or otherwise modify their rules of access.
[8.19]

The key for Sowell is not just that property
values provide an incentive to establish rules for access or use of
the property, but also that there is at least potentially a
feedback loop which encourages the property owner to adjust the
rules in response to the revealed preferences of the tenants and
shoppers. This seems to me to work better in the abstract than it
would in any real world scenario. I question how well the property
owner could detect fluctuations in the value of his real estate
based on reactions to the presence of Jehovah’s Witnesses. If a
business is less profitable, how does he know to assign the
decrease in profit to the leaflet distributors rather than any
number of other factors that can affect the success of a retail
business? I think the entire town would have to be swarming with
proselytizers before there would be a detectable effect on the
property values. There was a time in Los Angeles when a shopping
area might always include a chanting group of Hari Krishna
devotees, but I doubt that their presence had a negative impact on
the business revenues. One might even wonder if shoppers enjoyed
the “local color” they provided, just as some malls now offer a
variety of street entertainers. In any event I am skeptical of the
efficacy of the economic indicators as a means of revealing the
pleasure or displeasure of shoppers confronted with leaflet
distributors.

I am not completely certain I follow the logic
of Sowell’s analysis. The property owner who realizes that leaflet
distributors are a nuisance and have a negative impact on vendor
revenues decides to establish a rule prohibiting leaflet
distributors in the company town or mall or whatever. I assume the
production costs entailed by this decision are the enforcement
costs. If he did not already have a security force, he may have to
establish one to enforce the rules. He passes the cost of the
security force along to the vendors in the form of a rent increase,
and they pass it along to the shoppers in the form of price
increases. If shoppers go elsewhere because they dislike seeing
Jehovah’s Witnesses hassled by security guards, the property owner
can perhaps scale back enforcement of the rules by allowing the
guards more discretion or setting up a permit process which will
take the discussion off the streets into a mall office. The does
not result in a savings in production costs but it may help restore
revenues to the businesses. If shoppers go elsewhere in search of
lower prices, then the property owner may eliminate the rule and
the costs associated with enforcing it. I cannot see how the
pendulum would ever swing far enough in the other direction for the
property owner to have an incentive to actively encourage Jehovah’s
Witnesses to distribute leaflets. Perhaps in an area where there
was a huge population of Jehovah Witnesses cultivating a
relationship with them might be good public relations for the
mall.

In comparison to this economic process Sowell
outlines how formal political institutions might be a means of
balancing the “costs.”

Formal political institutions might reach similar
results if constitutionally permitted. Such institutions could, in
this case, take the form of a tenants or merchants association or
an ordinary municipality. The problem with voting on an issue like
this is that the vote of an individual who feels benefited to a
minor extent counts the same as the vote of another individual who
feels seriously harassed. By contrast, economic “voting” through
the market reflects magnitudes of feelings as well as directions.
Unfortunately, economic voting may also reflect substantial
differences in income, but in general this effect is minimized by
the variety of income levels on both sides of a given competition.
Wealth distortions seems even less of a practical problem among
tenants and shoppers in a given, privately owned development, which
would tend to attract its own clientele, less socioeconomically
diverse than the whole society. Economic decision-making processes
also permit minority representation – in this case by transmitting
the desires of whichever side is financially “outvoted” in a given
development into a demand for other developments run by opposite
rules. Such processes are not bound by the uniformity required of
legislation nor by judicial concern for precedent. If a hundred
developments adopt rule A, that in no way hinders the 101st
development from adopting rule B to attract those economically
“outvoted” elsewhere. [8.20]

Perhaps this political process should be
supplemented by a survey of the shoppers permitting them to “vote”
on whether the leaflet distributors should be banned. That way the
merchants could have a better basis for deciding how to vote on the
proposed rule. There is a difference, of course, between a vote
taken by a merchants association and a vote taken by the
municipality as a whole. There may be no incentive for the
merchants ever to permit leaflet distribution in the mall. It is
hard to imagine any shopper except a fellow Jehovah’s Witness
choosing one mall over another because it permits religious
proselytizing on its premises. On the other hand voters in a
municipality may very well vote to accept the occasional nuisance
of a proselytizer in order to permit other forms of canvassing or
leaflet distribution that they regard as contributing to public
debate on important issues.

The relevance of the magnitude of individual
feelings is an interesting issue. First of all I find it hard to
believe that price sensitivity can really convey this kind of
information. I often feel this is one of the great flaws of free
market theory. I suspect that slight fluctuations in price have
little or no impact on consumer behavior. People may obsess about
price fluctuations of some things like gasoline, but for the most
part I think it is only in the long run with very large changes in
price that people will change their buying habits. At some point I
may realize that blueberries have gotten much more expensive than
they used to be and cut back on how often I buy them or only buy
them at stores where they are less expensive, but if I am in the
habit of having blueberries on my cereal in the morning, I do not
think I am likely to alter my consumption of them based on short
term price fluctuations of a few percent. Maybe I am not a typical
consumer.

The real issue, though, is whether the
“magnitude” of individual feelings should be factored into social
decision-making in the way Sowell seems to prefer. Who is going to
have the strongest feelings about the distribution of Jehovah’s
Witness literature? Obviously the Jehovah’s Witnesses feel very
strongly about offering the hope of eternal salvation to others.
Ardent atheists or fundamentalists of various stripes may feel
equally strongly that the leaflet distribution is an abomination or
an offensive intrusion. Should these voters carry more weight than
the ordinary citizens who manage to maintain a live-and-let-live
equanimity in public places? I don’t think so. It is also unclear
to me exactly how the economic process will convey the magnitude of
the feelings in this example. If the property owner establishes the
rule against leaflet distribution and prices rise, all the shoppers
above a certain threshold will go elsewhere. Unless the stores
start to lower the prices incrementally, there is no way to
distinguish among the departed customers according to how strongly
they felt about it. Whether or not incremental lowering of prices
will reveal the stratification among the departed customers as each
new price level lures another batch of customers back to the stores
seems debatable.

The idea that the “outvoted” minority will
provide sufficient incentive for a developer to open a mall with
different rules strikes me as another fantasy required by the
commitment to free market economics. Developers may succeed by
being sensitive to pent-up or ignored demand, but it is hard for me
to believe that the pent-up demand for shopping malls that
encouraged maximum freedom of speech would ever be sufficient to
justify the construction of an additional shopping mall.

The third institution for balancing the costs is
the judicial system.

Judicial decision-making on the substance of such
issues loses many of the advantages of either economic or political
institutions. Neither the initial court decision nor any subsequent
modifications of it are the result of knowledge of the actual
desires of the people involved, as distinguished from the parties
in court. Nor, if those desires were known, would they provide any
compelling incentive for the court to rule in accordance with them.
[8.21]

The real import of this description of the
judicial process is not clear to me. I assume that it is a first
step in Sowell’s sustained argument against judicial activism in
which courts effectively legislate by the way in which they
interpret laws. I suspect that the key word in the first sentence
is “substance” although I am unsure what the alternative would be
to making a decision on the substance of an issue. Perhaps the
alternative is deciding on the “process” involved. In any event the
decision determining the resolution of the conflict in rights or
the balance of the costs is a decision made by someone who is not
involved in the immediate conflict. The implication seems to be
that the judges cannot know the preferences of the people involved,
i.e. what all the “costs” are that have to be balanced. It is
unclear to me why the judge or judges cannot have second-hand
knowledge of the preferences, except that there may be no feasible
way of surveying all the people and that their preferences are
subject to change. The real issue seems to be that even if the
court knew the preferences its decision might be based on something
else. My initial reaction to this is “Well, yes. That’s what a
court if for – to settle a dispute based on some consideration
other than the desires of one side or the other.”

Something very basic is being assumed by Sowell
here. The proper resolution of the conflict is one which balances
the costs, but I have trouble grasping what this really means. It
is even unclear to me whether Sowell really objects to the decision
that the Jehovah’s Witness had a right to distribute leaflets in
front of the post office of a privately owned company town. If he
does object, I have difficulty following his justification of the
right of the property owner to prohibit leaflet distribution or to
refuse this particular group a permit to distribute their leaflets.
Most of what he says seems to imply that the justification lies in
the desires of the shoppers not to be accosted on their way to the
store and that the solution is to find an optimum mutual
accommodation that allows leaflet distribution by compensating
somehow for the costs it imposes on the merchants and property
owner. Somehow free speech has been reduced to a requirement that
the speaker compensate others for the costs generated by his
speech. Freedom of speech seems to be limited by the degree to
which the speech is a nuisance to those who must listen to it or at
least civilly refuse to listen to it. Nobody had to actually read
the leaflets that were being distributed. Perhaps looking more
closely at Sowell’s explanation of the balancing of costs and
benefits will clear things up.

The balancing of costs and benefits includes not
only tenants and shoppers with varying preferences but the leaflet
distributors as well. The property owner’s legal right to exclude
leaflet distributors as trespassers does not mean that he will in
fact do so. They can purchase access, just as individual
residential and business tenants do. The solicitors would have to
pay enough co counterbalance any net reduction in the value of the
property caused by its being less desired by existing and
prospective tenants as a result of its reduced privacy or
tranquility. Not only would leaflet distributors’ interests be
weighed through the economic process against other people’s
interests; there would be automatic incentives for them to modify
the place, manner and frequency of their solicitations, so as to
minimize the annoyance to others, and so minimize the price they
would have to pay for access. Economic processes are not mere
zero-sum games involving transfers of money among people. They are
positive-sum decision-making processes for mutual accommodation.
[8.22]

It seems clear to me that everything Sowell has
said about the conflict between the leaflet distributors and the
property owners is leading up to the idea that economic processes
are “positive-sum decision making processes for mutual
accommodation” and the implication that these decision making
processes are much more efficient or preferable to any other,
especially processes that involve “third parties” making decisions.
Third parties can be legislatures or courts or even bureaucrats
with discretionary powers. Sowell’s example of the political
institutions does not include legislatures elected by the citizens,
but it is clear that laws enacted by legislatures suffer from some
of the same drawbacks as judicial decisions but are not as rigid
and irreversible.

In Sowell’s
world the right to distribute leaflets on private property could be
purchased, but it is hard to see how this would work. First of all,
just for the record Grace Marsh was told that she needed a permit
to distribute leaflets, but that none would be issued to her. I
find no indication of whether there would have been a fee for the
permit, but in any event it is hard to know how the amount of such
a fee could be set so that it compensated Gulf Shipbuilding for the
reduction in the value of their post office building. In Sowell’s
fantasy there could be a negotiation which might permit
distribution of leaflets between the hours of 3:00 and 5:00 on
alternate Thursdays on the lower steps of the post office building
provided the Jehovah’s Witnesses did not raise their voices above a
certain decibel level and picked up any leaflets that people simply
dropped on the sidewalk rather than depositing in the trash. Such a
permit would be much more affordable than a blanket one, but it
could also be arbitrarily denied. If such a permit were negotiated,
I am not sure I see how it constitutes a positive-sum mutual
accommodation. I guess the idea is that Gulf Shipbuilding would
have found an additional revenue stream and the Jehovah’s Witnesses
would have found a new venue for spreading the gospel. Both have
gained in the process, but it seems to me the whole idea of the
cost of the permit is to compensate for some loss suffered in the
reduction of the value of the building and the loss of revenue to
merchants. In any event all of this “logic” seems to me to be a
distraction from the real core issue, which is whether or how the
rights of a property owner are limited and in this particular case
how one can distinguish between public spaces and private spaces in
a company town or large shopping mall.

If I own an auditorium I can presumably refuse
to rent it to the Klan simply because I find their ideas repugnant
and do not want to have any part in facilitating their spread. I
can presumably also negotiate with a rock band to eliminate any
offensive lyrics from their songs, although the chances of
enforcing such an agreement may be slim. In other words I can
censor speech in my private auditorium. If the auditorium is sold
to the city, the rules surely change, and it becomes much more
difficult to control what is said in a public venue. There must be
some other basis for denying access to the Klan or censoring a
performance than simply the preferences of the owner. A municipal
ordinance prohibiting “hate speech” may suffice to stave off the
Klan and some kind of obscenity statute might be used to protect
the ears of the innocent from offensive lyrics. Both of these
tactics could presumably be challenged as infringements of free
speech, but it seems clear that presumed impact on property values
would have nothing to do with the cases.

One of the classic strategies for prohibiting
political demonstrations is to require “parade permits” for use of
city streets. Decisions about granting or revoking parade permits
are often made in backrooms, but they are still subject to scrutiny
under the First Amendment.

[In 2008] a three-judge panel of the 9th U.S.
Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that Seattle’s parade ordinance
“vests the Seattle chief of police with sweeping authority to
determine whether or not a parade may utilize the forum of the
streets to broadcast its message. The First Amendment prohibits
placing such unfettered discretion in the hands of licensing
officials and renders the parade ordinance constitutionally
defective on its face.” [8.23]

It might seem that in Sowell’s scheme of things
a large political protest in the streets imposes significant costs
on merchants or residents of the city who find the noise and
obstruction of the streets to be a nuisance and bad for business,
not to mention those who object to the protest on political
grounds. I cannot see that there could be any feasible economic
mechanism for deciding when or whether to permit a protest.
Presumably there are some legitimate considerations that may allow
the city to deny a permit or to insist that it take place on a
different day than originally requested. These are decisions made
on a case-by-case basis by a group that is ultimately accountable
to the public. They must be made with prudence or discretion, but I
do not see how Sowell’s type of cost-benefit analysis could really
help. Perhaps the deliberations do involve something like
cost-benefit analysis, but not on the level of abstraction with
which Sowell presents it.

Sowell’s
account of the trend in the interpretation of free speech is really
more of a look at a trend in the interpretation of property rights
as the kind of real estate involved becomes more complicated.
Company towns may be a thing of the past, but large gated
communities and privately owned shopping malls are commonly
replacing public spaces with privately owned spaces in a way that
requires some delineation of what aspects of the space is owned and
subject to arbitrary regulation by the owner. Perhaps the most
interesting twist to the Marsh v. Alabama decision was an
attempt to use it as a precedent in a watershed case concerning
spam on the Internet. Cyber Promotions was flooding AOL servers
with email advertisements and sued AOL when AOL started blocking
the emails. Cyber Promotions claimed a First Amendment right to
distribute its emails citing the example of Marsh v. Alabama
to justify its claim by saying that AOL was performing a public
function. The idea seems to be that AOL servers may have been
private but that they were performing a sufficiently public service
to constitute some kind of public space in which Cyber Promotions
had a right to free speech. The court ruled against Cyber
Promotions and paved the way for spam filters at Internet service
providers. Perhaps if Sowell were to revise his book he could
analyze the conflict between free speech and private property in
terms of Internet access.

Sowell’s objection to Marsh v. Alabama
and the subsequent decisions expanding on it is primarily the idea
that “functional parallelism” between private and public spaces
means that private spaces are not immune from the limitations and
regulations imposed on public spaces. Everyone agreed that if
Chickasaw had been an ordinary municipality there would have been
no question about Grace Marsh’s right to distribute religious
literature in front of the post office. It was only because the
entire town was privately owned that there was an issue, and the
court ruled that the functions performed by the town were
sufficiently similar to those of an ordinary municipality to insure
that the right to free speech applied in Chickasaw as well. With
Food Employees Union v. Logan Valley Plaza in 1968 the court
extended this parallelism to include a large shopping plaza,
granting first amendment protection to workers picketing in the
plaza. Sowell’s argument against “functional parallelism” is
typical in its rhetorical ploys.

The legal basis of the Marsh decision was
that the privately owned development prohibited activities which
“an ordinary town” could not constitutionally prohibit, and that
“there is nothing to distinguish” this suburban development from
ordinary municipalities “except that the title belongs to a private
corporation.” Similarly, there is nothing to distinguish the
Supreme Court from any nine men of similar appearance except that
they have legally certified titles to act as they do. In neither
instance can the elaborate social process or weighty commitments
involved be waived aside by denigrating the pieces of paper on
which the end-results are summarized. If parallel appearance or
parallel function is sufficient to subject a privately purchased
asset to constitutional limitations not applicable to the same
asset when in alternative uses, then the economic value of assets
in general is reduced as their particular uses approach those of
state run organizations in form or function. Economically, this is
an additional (discriminatory) implicit tax on performing functions
paralleling those of state agencies. The social consequences of
discouraging alternatives to services provided by government seem
especially questionable in a pluralistic society, founded on
rejection of over-reaching government.

What distinguishes the economic relationships
surrounding private property from the political relationships
subject to constitutional state action constraints is nothing as
gross as outward appearance or day-today functioning. The
administrative routine in the headquarters of the Red Cross might
well resemble the administrative routine in the headquarters of a
Nazi death camp, but that would hardly make the two organizations
similar in any socially meaningful way. [8.24]

Functional parallelism is reduced to similarity
in outward appearance. The “reality” of Chickasaw, Alabama, in the
early 1940’s is determined by title to the land and buildings.
Actually it is more the ownership of the streets and sidewalks that
determine its reality. Plenty of small towns probably have post
offices in privately owned buildings. Sowell bases his argument on
the meaning of the ownership of seemingly public spaces, but the
whole point of the court decision was to define the meaning of
“owning” such public spaces, and what constitutes them as “public
spaces” is their use, i.e. the function they serve. The fact that
corporations can exist at all or that one entity can “own” a town
is a matter of an agreement initiated by laws and in need of
interpretation. Obviously it seems perfectly reasonable to me that
a company town should be regarded as a public space subject to the
same regulations as any other town, even if Sowell thinks the
essential difference is comparable to the difference between the
functions performed by the Red Cross and a Nazi death camp.

Claiming that the market value of a piece of
real estate is reduced by the fact that it is deemed to be a public
space in which citizens enjoy the right to free speech seems
twisted to me. The value of a building or piece of property is not
really determined by the extent to which its owner can impose
arbitrary rules on the behavior of people who come within its
bounds. If such a consideration does have some impact on the market
value of the property, it pales in comparison to the zoning, type
and quality of buildings and location in general. If it represents
an implicit tax on attempts to provide services normally provided
by the government, then so be it. I am not so sure it makes sense
to encourage privatization of all the services provided by
government. If UPS and FedEx siphon off the more lucrative types of
“business” from the post office, then perhaps they should be taxed
to help cover the costs of the subsidized junk mail and periodical
delivery they leave to the post office.

There is one final distinction in Sowell’s
analysis of the conflict between free speech and property rights
which deserves attention. He distinguishes between economic
associations and governmental relationships in terms of the
difference between voluntary associations and coercion.

In the case of economic relationships what is
involved is voluntary association, modifiable by mutual
agreement and terminable by either party. In the case of
governmental relationships, what is involved is coercive power,
overwhelming to the individual and pervasive throughout a given
geographic entity, however democratically selected the wielders of
that power might be. The constitutional limitations on governmental
power carve out areas of exemption from it, in order that
individuals may voluntarily create their own preferred order within
their own boundaries of discretion. The outward form of that
voluntarily-created order may in some instances strikingly resemble
governmental processes, but its voluntariness makes it
fundamentally different in meaning, and in the ultimate control of
its human results. [8.25]

He equates
voluntariness in actions with personal freedom, and the implication
is that everyone is freer when the government stays out of it. It
is a little difficult to see how this applies to Grace Marsh and
her desire to distribute leaflets. It is not the government
exercising coercive power, but Gulf Shipbuilding, although the
company was of course backed by the state government. Her ability
to terminate her voluntary association with Gulf Shipbuilding
consists simply of her ability to abandon part of her effort to
disseminate the ideas that were such an important part of her life.
A company town may not be the best example of “voluntary”
association for Sowell to work with. It resembles nothing so much
as small-scale version of the kind of controlling totalitarian
government he hopes to avoid.

Sowell’s discussion of free speech and property
rights shows one way in which rights can conflict, but I am not
persuaded by his argument that property rights are being given
short shrift while freedom of speech is being expanded in
unwarranted ways. What the cases reveal is as much a matter of the
meaning of property rights as the expansion of free speech, and his
cost/benefit analysis does not seem to me to provide a solid basis
for resolving conflicts between rights. It may help to back up and
look more closely at Sowell’s idea of rights in the context of the
decision-making processes which seem for him to constitute the
fabric of society. Everyone can agree that society cannot function
without rules and “rights” represent its most basic rules. While
some may claim rights are inherent or “God-given,” Sowell is
certainly not alone in viewing rights as a creation of the social
contract and justified by some utilitarian greater good. The terms
with which Sowell frames his view, however, are perhaps uniquely
his own.

Political and legal institutions provide the
rigidities – “rights” – people want in some vital areas of their
life, where they reject both the transactions costs and the
indignity of having to submit to, or negotiate with, those who
might challenge or threaten their possession of their home, their
children, or their life. Constitutional systems attempt to sharply
demarcate these areas of basic rights from other areas in which the
discretion and flexibility of individual choice and interpersonal
negotiation may achieve whatever arrangements are deemed mutually
satisfactory by the individuals concerned. In short, Constitutional
political and legal systems attempt to limit their own scope to
areas in which they have a relative advantage as decision-making
processes, leaving other areas to other decision-making processes,
whose advantages may be either in the quality of the decisions or
in the personal dignity implied by free choice. [8.26]

In a sense rights are here presented as a
convenience, as though society could function without the
“rigidities,” but the flexibility is not worth the nuisance of
having to repeatedly negotiate the same agreement. I am comfortable
knowing that no matter what I am going to want to maintain
“possession” of my home, children and life, so rather than leave
those items on the table I agree along with everyone else that
these areas are not subject to negotiation. We set up rules
prohibiting anyone from challenging or threatening my possession of
these things, and we agree to enforce the prohibition with
punishment for anyone who violates it. Areas of my life that are
not explicitly protected in this way are beyond the scope of any
“rights” and left for me to deal with however I prefer. Individual
dignity derives not from the fact that the individual has rights,
but from the fact that the individual can make his own decisions in
those areas not governed by rights.

Rights are a matter of consensus and can be
rights against the government, as represented by the Bill of
Rights, or rights with regard to other individuals. Sowell
interprets a law against murder as the establishment of a
right.

Where certain general rights involve virtually
universal desire – such as the desire not to be murdered –
incorporating it into specific law eliminates the transactions
costs of pointlessly litigating anew each time the net harm of the
individual act, in a common-law approach without any explicit law
against murder. Making price fixing illegal per se similarly
spares courts repeated reruns of introductory economics in
antitrust cases. It may seem like a strange and weak justification
for enacting basic rights into law that this will save a little
court time. Such laws, however, transmit virtually unanimous
knowledge – not only about the abhorrence of the crime but about
the determination to act against its perpetrators. No such
information either exists, or would need to be transmitted if it
did, in cases involving voluntary transactions. If it were
somehow impossible to kill anyone except with his own voluntary
cooperation, the case for laws against murder would be much weaker
than it is, and there might be something to be said for litigating
each episode from scratch to determine what harm had been done.
[8.27]

The phrase “enacting basic rights into law”
seems to imply that the rights exist on their own, but probably all
it implies for Sowell is that the consensus exists, that people
universally desire not to be murdered. The jump from murder to
price fixing underscores the way that for Sowell there are no
“rights” separate from the restrictions and obligations established
by law. There is, however, an interesting indication that common
law might be able to find a basis for evaluating the harm done by
an act and an even more interesting suggestion that voluntary
transactions take place somehow beyond the reach of any consensus
and can only be evaluated as unique events. Common law adjudication
of acts claimed to be harmful would imply that at least
traditionally there is a universal right not to be harmed
unnecessarily.

The characterization of rights as “rigidities”
sets up the idea that there may be a limit to the value of
rights.

Social trade-offs are involved in the creation of
rights, the defining of rights, and the assigning of rights to
individuals. When a given kind of activity is dealt with by the
creation of rights rather than by alternative decision-making
processes, there is a loss of flexibility (incremental adjustment)
and reversibility. Something that is incrementally preferable at a
given point becomes categorically imposed at all points by the
forces at the disposal of the government. Insofar as the law of
diminishing returns applies to social as well as economic
processes, this means that many benefits are pushed to the point
where they cease to be benefits and may even become
counter-productive. [8.28]

Sowell uses the example of laws against murder
to show how any law or right can be pushed to the point of
diminishing returns by discussing issues complicating care of
terminal patients. Removing someone from life support may be in the
best interests of all concerned, but it is complicated by the
possibility that it could be construed as murder and prosecuted.
The main problem Sowell sees with rights, though, is the
proliferation of rights which are not just rights setting limits to
government but special rights which are established by legislation
concerning things like employment and housing. These are rights in
the sense that state power is available to back up individual
claims, just as rights result from any contract between two
individuals. The ability of the government to create rights via
legislation opens the door to government intervention in social
processes that may not take into account the full costs of the
rights. It also leads to rhetoric that declares things to be rights
before there is any agreement establishing them as such.

In discussing consumer rights Sowell provides a
classic example to support his argument that often rights are
established without any examination of the real impact of the
legislation.

One large historical instance of imposed product
quality “improvement” occurred when the British Parliament in the
nineteenth century imposed higher health and comfort standards on
ships carrying Irish emigrants. In view of the foul and disgusting
state of the ships as that time, it might seem to be a foregone
conclusion that this was a net benefit. Yet the records show that
the Irish rushed to get on ships heading out before the law
became effective – and the outflow of emigrants slackened
immediately thereafter. The cost of the higher quality was
apparently weighed differently by the Irish themselves than by the
British Parliament. [8.29]

Sowell’s point is that a legislative attempt to
protect consumers may have the effect of limiting the consumers’
options or even in this case eliminating an option by causing its
price to rise to the point that it is no longer affordable. The net
result of the attempt to provide a benefit to the consumer is in
his view to deny many consumers access to it and to make a blanket
decision regarding a risk or cost that Sowell suggests would be
better left to the individual consumers. The Irish who wanted to
emigrate badly enough to endure foul and disgusting conditions on
board a ship were faced with a fare increase that made it
impossible for them to emigrate at all. The effort to ensure decent
conditions on ships meant that many Irish were denied a chance to
find a new life abroad. Sowell summarizes the implications of this
in a typical bit of abstraction:

Perhaps the crucial problem involved in creating
special “rights” is that they typically involve reducing the set of
options available to the transactors, without any offsetting
increase in other options. There is no reason to believe that
people will generally make a better set of choices out of a smaller
set of options, where the larger set includes all the options of
the smaller set. If the purpose is in fact to deny the
ostensible beneficiaries their choice and substitute someone else’s
choice, that is another matter. [8.30]

The logic derived from assumptions about the
functioning of the free market may seem unassailable, but the
choice as an example of the infamous “coffin ships” during the
Great Famine in Ireland seems to me contrarian to the point of
perversity. Before exploring the historical context of the
legislation and the response to it, we should perhaps examine the
logic on its own terms. The initial set of options faced by the
Irish farmers wanting to emigrate may or may not have including the
options of paying higher fares for better shipboard conditions.
They may have only had a choice of buying passage on a ship with
abominable conditions or staying at home. The farmer buying the
passage may also not have been fully informed about the conditions
he would experience during the voyage so that in effect he was not
choosing to buy what he was actually getting. Sowell’s own dictum
that there is no such thing as absolutely prohibitive cost might
also apply here. A rise in price caused by something beyond the
consumer’s control does not mean that he is being denied access to
it. It just means that it will cost him more. In Sowell’s account
people rushed to buy the cheaper tickets because they were afraid
they would not be able to afford the higher fares caused by the new
regulations imposed on the ship owners. It is unclear whether the
farmers knew how much of a fare increase to expect, but it goes
without saying the any consumer will prefer a lower price if he can
get it.

Market theory would say that consumers will by
the cheaper version of a product until they realize that it is a
gyp and decide that a higher quality version is worth the extra
cost. In this example the consumer has no opportunity to by a
better version of the product after he has discovered what his
voyage is like. Perhaps he can write home to warn others about the
ship. If the emigrant were offered a choice between abominable
conditions and decent conditions, obviously he would not choose the
abominable conditions. Given a choice between emigrating or not he
was choosing to emigrate in the only way he could afford. So in
Sowell’s view Parliament was deciding for him that he should not
emigrate. He would presumably say that the only person who can
evaluate whether or not it is worth the voyage in order to emigrate
is the individual farmer whose “preferences” are at stake. But if
the farmer is choosing blind, i.e. if he does not really know what
he is signing up for, how can even he make the best decision. To my
mind the real meaning of this example can be found not by
abstracting it into general principles but by exploring the
historical context. Sowell concedes that the conditions on board
the ships were foul and disgusting. Exactly how bad they were may
be relevant to interpreting the legislation and the reaction to
it.

Booking passage from in steerage from
Ireland or Liverpool to Canada in 1847 was like playing Russian
roulette. Your chances of dying before you could start a new life
abroad were one in five. Even Oliver MacDonagh, the source that
Sowell cites for the rush to purchase tickets before the new
legislation took effect, confirms this: “In all, approximately
twenty percent of the vast 1847 outflow perished in the attempt to
establish themselves upon the other shore.” [8.31] Awareness
of the suffering of the emigrants did have some dampening effect on
the enthusiasm of Irish farmers to follow in their path. There was
also some hope towards the end of 1847 that the worst of the famine
might be behind them even though the 1847 potato crop was very
small. It is in this context that MacDonagh mentions the response
to the new passenger bill.

It is true that despite the sharp fall in emigration
in the closing months of 1847, there was a remarkable revival in
the spring of 1848. But most of this activity sprang from an
anxiety to be away before the new passenger bill of 1848 was
enacted, and fares consequently increased. When the bill did reach
the statute book in March, 1848, and fares rose, though only
temporarily, emigration dwindled away; and the complements of all
the late spring vessels were extraordinarily small. It would seem,
moreover, that a high proportion of the early spring emigrations
were of the cottier class; and as a class, the cottiers were ruined
already. Those of them who calculated that it was now or never for
escape were, as we shall see, probably right. On the whole, then,
late 1847 and early and mid-1848 seem to show a suspension of the
process initiated in 1846.Because of the rapid development of the
remittance system and the extraordinary strength of Irish family
relationships, very considerable emigration would in any event have
followed in the wake of 1847. But it was not inevitable that the
revolution of sentiment and practice should have been carried
further immediately. This hinged, essentially, on the outcome of
the harvest following.

The harvest of 1848, however, proved disastrous. As
in 1846 the potato failed totally in most parts of Ireland. The
effect was immediate and profound. The autumn and winter of 1848
brought a wave of emigration equal to that of the first five months
of 1847;and this time it swept on unchecked through the following
seasons. [8.32]

What Sowell uses as his example, seems in
context more like what I would call a “blip.” There was a rush to
book passage in anticipation of higher fares, but the fare increase
was only temporary and other factors obviously had much more impact
on emigration than the ticket price.

Needless to say there is considerable literature
on the Great Famine and its impact on Irish emigration, and I
gather the causes of the famine and the exact statistics regarding
the emigration are still subjects of study and debate. Regardless
of how one interprets the events surrounding the famine, it hardly
seems to me to be an appealing context for arguing the benefits of
laissez-faire policies. Aside from the horrendously nightmarish
conditions in Ireland and on the coffin ships, several things
caught my attention as I made a superficial perusal of information
on the Internet.

Passenger
Acts were not new in 1848. Since 1803 the British government had
been passing and repealing various acts regulating the
transportation of immigrants. The Act of 1803 included regulations
regarding hygiene, food and comfort of passengers traveling to
North America. There is apparently one school which believes that
the act was presented as a humanitarian gesture but was in fact a
deliberate effort on the part of landlords to curb emigration. It
succeeded in causing the price of passage to Canada to rise from £3
or £4 to as much as £10. It was repealed in 1826 and another
similar act was passed in 1842, which specified the amount of food
and water that had to be carried for each passenger among other
things. It appears that enforcement of these laws was either lax or
difficult, since the Act of 1842 was in effect during 1847 when the
death rate was so high. One way the ships evaded the law was to
leave from smaller fishing villages in Ireland rather than a major
port. It is also interesting to see that state legislatures in the
United States had passed passenger acts in 1846 that were more
stringent that the British law, and fares to the USA were almost
double the fares to Canada. One difference between the Passenger
Act of 1802 and the one of 1842 was that the underlying situation
changed, and once the famine hit landlords wanted to get rid of
their tenants rather than discourage them from emigrating. Tenants
were being evicted and their subsistence farms converted to pasture
to avoid taxes. Some of the ships were in fact chartered by
landlords and in some cases landlords paid the fares for tenants in
order to get rid of them. The worst instances of a coffin ship were
four ships charted by Major Denis Mahon of Roscommon on which 442
out of 981 passengers died. [8.33]

British policy in 1847 is also interpreted by
some as an attempt to keep fares to Canada low so as to encourage
the Irish to populate Canada and discourage them from emigrating to
England. When the number of emigrants flooding Canada and the
conditions with which they struggled reached a certain point, there
began to be some concern that continued emigration to Canada would
breed civil unrest there and efforts were made to limit the influx.
All of this needs of course to be understood in the context of the
devastation caused by the famine in Ireland.

Needless to say many Irish at the time
blamed the famine on the British. As John Mitchell famously
summarized it, “The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight, but
the English created the famine.” Ireland continued to export large
amounts of food to England during the entire famine and no
limitation on these exports was permitted to keep food in Ireland
to feed the starving citizens. According to one study “Irish
exports of calves, livestock (except pigs), bacon and ham actually
increased during the famine.” [8.34] In 1846 John Russell, a Whig,
succeeded, Robert Peel, a Conservative, as Prime Minister, and his
response to the Irish famine has prompted some to interpret it as a
deliberate genocidal attempt to remove small farmers in favor of
large landholders whose land would be used for grazing rather than
potato farming. This may be an extreme interpretation, but any
situation in which laissez-faire policies of a government provoke
descriptions of a “holocaust” (as many label the Irish famine)
hardly seems to be a wise choice as an example to promote free
market theory. It is much too messy and nightmarish an episode in
British history to serve as a simple example of how market forces
are best left to play out on their own. It is generally agreed that
at least one million people died as a result of the Great Famine
and probably another million managed to escape Ireland.

To return the to issue at hand, it may make more
sense to view “consumer rights” in terms of fraudulent business
practices than of “options” available to the consumer at various
price points. Does a drugstore have a right to sell outdated or
impure medicine as a cheaper option to attract customers or as a
means increase its profit? The customer is not getting what he
believes he is buying any more than the Irish farmer was really
securing passage to America. To say that there are risks involved
in any transaction should not be used as an excuse to permit
businesses to kill a certain number of their clients. A law
prohibiting unsafe conditions in commercial transportation is not
an intrusion into an area where a consumer should be able to
exercise freedom of choice; it is an attempt to prevent businesses
from increasing profits by cutting corners in ways that endanger
the lives of their customers.

If rights are simply obligations established by
laws or contracts, where does that leave the concept of justice.
Sowell has a great deal more to say about justice than he does
about rights, though most of what he says is an effort to discredit
the pursuit of what he calls “cosmic justice.” All of his
discussion of justice takes place within a framework of the
distinction between process and results. Justice for Sowell is a
matter of process, or the application of the same rules to
everyone. Justice is served by a trial conducted in accordance with
established rules with an impartial judge and jury regardless of
the outcome. A fair race is one with fixed rules even if the same
person wins every time. There is no room in political or social
institutions for the equivalent of a golf handicap.

Sowell summarizes the form of justice associated
with the tragic or constrained vision as “process rules with just
characteristics.” The vision of the anointed or unconstrained
vision involves the idea of justice as “just (equalized) chances or
results.” [8.35] Beneath this lies a more fundamental
distinction between the belief that the need for justice is the
raison d’être of society and the belief that justice is a
means for the preservation of society. The latter view obviously
allows for compromises in justice if they are necessary for the
stability and preservation of society. [8.36]

Sowell discusses justice under two
headings: legal justice and social justice. With legal justice he
presents the constrained vision in terms of ideas of Oliver Wendell
Holmes and William Blackstone. He uses a quotation from Holmes to
emphasize how the law needs to be based on a realistic acceptance
of the limitations of human beings.

The law takes no account of the infinite varieties
of temperament, intellect, and education which make the internal
character of a given act so different in different men. It does not
attempt to see men as God sees them. … If, for instance, a man is
born hasty and awkward, is always having accidents and hurting
himself or his neighbors, no doubt his congenital defects will be
allowed for in the courts of Heaven but his slips are no less
troublesome to his neighbors than if they sprang from guilty
neglect. His neighbors accordingly require him, at his proper
peril, to come up to their standard, and the courts which they
establish decline to take his personal equation into account.
[8.37]

Sowell sees
this as recognizing two standards of justice: one requiring the
omniscient perspective of God and the another simply setting up
rules that apply to everyone regardless of his circumstances or
abilities. The latter is the only feasible one for a human society.
Sowell agrees with Holmes that divine justice may be morally
superior to the justice that can be implemented in a human society,
but he presumably joins Holmes in opposing the confusion of law and
morality. Part of Sowell’s objections to attempts to consider all
the individual circumstances in any given case seems to be a
consideration of efficiency. The task of gathering all the relevant
information may be too difficult or impossible. Perhaps more
importantly though consideration of mitigating circumstances tends
towards a focus on cause and effect rather than reward and
punishment. For Sowell the point of the judicial system is to
punish those who violate laws. The swift prosecution and punishment
of criminals provides an incentive for citizens to avoid criminal
behavior and is necessary for the preservation of society. The
subordination of justice to the preservation of society even goes
so far as to provide the justification for the sterilization of the
mentally incompetent, a policy Holmes felt was justified in the
interests of the welfare of society. I have to hand it to Sowell
for being willing to quote Holmes on this issue, (“Three
generations of imbeciles are enough.” [8.38] ) although I am not sure
ultimately how well such an opinion can be squared with a full
appreciation of the limitations of human knowledge and the humility
that might seem to imply in terms of the judgment of the social
usefulness or value of others. I assume Sowell just cites the
opinion as an extreme example of the constrained view of law and
justice, and does not approve of the kind of social engineering it
involves. I am unclear how it can be an example of justice
concerned with equal process rather than results since the whole
point of the case was to achieve a specific result affecting only a
portion of the population selected because of a congenital
characteristic.

I should also register a quibble about the idea
that legal justice is should not be concerned with causes or
mitigating circumstances or “internal character of a given act.”
There are some laws dealing specifically with motivation or intent,
such as the differences between manslaughter and murder in its
varying degrees or the liable laws that consider malice. Judging a
person’s intent is still different, of course, from determining the
social or psychological causes of his behavior.

The unconstrained vision of justice is
exemplified by John Rawls and William Godwin. The main point taken
from Rawls is that justice trumps all. Society is founded in order
to serve justice. Sowell summarizes it with two points: “(1)
justice is categorically paramount” and “(2) rights derived from
justice inhere in individuals and for individuals.” [8.39] For legal
justice this means that each case must be judged as much as
possible in terms of all its circumstances. It also somehow leads
to the view that rehabilitation is more important than punishment
and the ultimate goal of a society in which citizens were motivated
not by fear of punishment but by understanding and good will. For
Sowell this means that the unconstrained vision is based on a
project of altering human nature. He calls this seeking a
“solution” rather than accepting human nature for what it is and
seeking the best compromises or trade-offs promoting the
preservation and stability of society.

When attempting to describe the way in which
Rawls believes that justice trumps all, Sowell seems to attribute a
kind of all or nothing mentality to Rawls and to feel that he is
unable to appreciate the trade-offs involved in real-world justice.
For instance he uses a hypothetical example of a sinking ship to
highlight what he sees as the absurdity of Rawls’ view.

Even those who proclaim the principles of justice,
and call these principles more important than other benefits, as
Professor Rawls does, seem unlikely to act on such principles in
real life, given the costs of doing so. Imagine that a ship is
sinking in the ocean with 300 passengers on board and only 200
life-preservers. The only just solution is that everyone drown. But
most of us would probably prefer the unjust solution, that
200 lives be saved, even if they are no more deserving than those
who perish. We would probably prefer it even if we suspected that
the most selfish and ruthless of those on board would probably end
up with the life preservers. [8.40]

I have only a
cursory familiarity with the thought of John Rawls, but I feel
reasonably certain that he would not label as just the decision to
have every passenger on the ship drown, and he would find a much
more subtle way to analyze such a situation. I also have the
impression that his concerns with process are much closer to what
Sowell associates with the constrained vision than Sowell seems to
think. Sowell’s unconstrained vision may be something of a straw
man in many of its aspects.

The full import of Sowell’s distinction between
justice as process rules with just characteristics and justice as
just or equalized chances or results probably elude me, but I can
certainly understand the differences in the attitude towards
punishment. As with other aspects of Sowell’s account of the
opposed vision, it seems to me that my own views lie somewhere on
the gray area between the extremes. I do not admire behavior
motivated by fear, and I am not comfortable with a rigid legal
system that imposes punishment without any regard for the
individual circumstances. I want to believe in the possibility of
rehabilitation, and I suspect that punishment without any attempt
at rehabilitation in many instances only increases the likelihood
of further criminal behavior when the individual returns to
society.

Sowell’s views about justice become clearer when
he discusses “social justice” or “cosmic justice.” The pursuit of
cosmic justice is tantamount to a refusal to accept the fact that
life is not fair. People are born with differing abilities and
their circumstances afford differing opportunities. Some people are
just plain luckier than others. He understands the idea of “social
justice” primarily in terms of the distribution of income or wealth
and the discrepancies in opportunity. He quickly agrees that he
would prefer a world in which everyone had equal access to material
comfort or equal opportunity to develop and exercise his or her own
abilities. He is convinced though that the pursuit of social
justice is not only doomed to failure but is dangerous because it
undermines the very rule of law on which society depends.

Social justice hinges on an idea of equality of
opportunity. Occasionally Sowell’s description of social justice
makes it sound as though it involves erasing every kind of
inequality regardless of whether is stems from innate ability,
social circumstances, education, wealth, whatever. Any such
suggestion makes social justice an easily discredited notion, but
is also clearly a straw man that no one seriously advocates. The
two aspects of social justice that Sowell focuses on are
disparities in income or wealth distribution and inequality of
opportunity resulting from discrimination. For Sowell
redistribution of wealth is a mistake because history clearly
indicates that societies prosper when wealth is allowed to
accumulate. Accumulation of wealth in the hands of a minority of
the population is an inevitable result of a free market and private
property. Rewarding productivity produces discrepancies in wealth,
but it also drives material progress by providing incentives that
motivate people. To attempt to remove discrepancies in wealth is to
pull the plug on the engine of progress. Any correction for the
disparities of wealth can only come from private charitable efforts
motivated by moral concerns and not through political processes
which risk creating a sense of entitlement among those who are
least productive and undermining the incentives driving others.
Sowell has no problem with philanthropic efforts to alleviate the
suffering of the disadvantaged or to protect the vulnerable. He
simply opposes institutionalizing such efforts with political
processes.

Sowell
acknowledges that even conservatives like Milton Friedman find
gross disparities in income or wealth offensive. This issue is what
happens when a government attempts to intervene to prevent such
inequalities. He quotes Friedman:

A society that puts equality – in the sense of
equality of outcome – ahead of freedom will end up with neither
equality nor freedom. The use of force to achieve equality will
destroy freedom, and the force, introduced for good purposes, will
end up in the hands of people who use it to promote their own
interests. [8.41]

Sowell immediately distances himself a bit from
this by saying “Whatever the validity of this argument…” but he
continues to pursue the question of whether the costs of political
equalization of economic results are too high. Unfortunately rather
than explore evidence of the impact of legislation designed to
reduce inequality of wealth, he uses a trivial instance of an
attempt to correct for inequalities or injustices. In 1996 San
Francisco passed an ordinance requiring anyone who makes deliveries
to the public in any part of the city to do so all over the city.
The impetus for this was apparently a complaint from a
well-connected citizen when a pizza company refused to deliver a
pizza to his home because the neighborhood in which he lived was
deemed too dangerous. Perhaps the issue was hot at the time, but it
seems a strange choice to bolster Sowell’s argument, especially
since it was altered a month after it was passed to permit delivery
services to be refused to an address if the business “has a
reasonable good faith belief that providing delivery service to
that address would expose delivery personnel to an unreasonable
risk of harm.” [8.42]

Sowell goes on to generalize from this example
to a discussion of the meaning of “social justice” and then cites
another peculiar example to make his case.

What “social justice” seeks to do is to eliminate
undeserved disadvantages for selected groups. As in the San
Francisco pizza delivery case, this is often done in disregard of
the costs of this to other individuals or groups – or even to the
requirements of society as a whole. When one considers a society
such as Sri Lanka, where group preferences initiated in the 1950s
led to decades of internal strife, escalating into bitter civil war
with many atrocities, it is not purely fanciful to consider that
other societies may become more polarized and contentious – to
everyone’s ultimate detriment – by similar schemes of preferential
treatment for one segment of society. Intergroup relations in the
United States, for example, have never been as good as they were
once in Sri Lanka – nor, fortunately, are they as bad as they later
became in Sri Lanka. [8.43]

I have a little trouble fitting the Sri Lankan
civil war into the mold provided by Sowell’s idea of social
justice. So far as I can gather the “group preferences initiated in
the 1950s” were efforts by the Sinhalese majority to marginalize
the Tamils, whom they associated with British rule because a
disproportionate number of Tamils held positions in the colonial
administration. There seems to me to be some irony in citing as an
instance of the pursuit of social justice an attempt to establish
the language of the majority of the population as the official
language of the country. The time when group relations were good in
Sri Lanka was presumably during the colonial period, and the
history of Sri Lanka during the last half of the twentieth century
hardly seems like solid ground for analyzing the effects of the
pursuit of social justice.

There are perhaps other places where Sowell
illustrates the costs of policies designed to reduce discrepancies
in wealth or income, but the real issue seems to me to be a matter
of degree rather than an either/or dichotomy. I am under the
impression that all advanced industrial societies have instituted
measures aimed at reducing the disparity between rich and poor to
one degree or another. I suspect that a case can be made for the
idea that there is a point beyond which disparities in wealth have
a negative impact on progress and the stability of the society.
Again the real debate is whether the point of government is simply
to make possible the efficient functioning of free markets come
what may or whether the establishment of a government represents
some other common desire about how we shall live together.

In his discussion of social justice as the
attempt to overcome the effects of discrimination, Sowell seems to
me to become distracted by his analysis of the historical roots of
differences associated with race or ethnicity or gender and the
view that social justice demands “reparations” for past injustices.
This may be an issue for some, but to me it is a tangential and
somewhat flimsy basis for policy. The point of affirmative action
is not reparations for the legacy of slavery or any other past
injustice. I tend to view affirmative action as a deliberate
over-correction, which is like priming a pump so that future
practices will be less susceptible to discrimination. I see it as
essentially a form of social education in which a generation is
helped to see that race or ethnicity is not a basis for judgment.
In other words I agree that any affirmative action policy should
have a limited lifetime and that it becomes redundant and even
counterproductive when it has achieved enough of its goal.

Sowell’s indictment of the pursuit of social or
cosmic justice is based on three tenets. It is incompatible with or
undermines the rule of law, individual freedom and democratic
government. The incompatibility with the rule of law is virtually a
matter of definition for Sowell since the rule of law implies that
law establishes rules applied generally and knowable in advance of
any decision to take action. He also says that the rule of law
means that the laws apply to the rulers as well as the ordinary
citizen and in fact are in a large part designed to restrict the
power of rulers. Cosmic justice, on the other hand, requires that
some groups be given preference in the law so that the law is not
applied equally to all.He also makes the case that laws attempting
to implement cosmic justice are often necessarily vague and there
application cannot be adequately known in advance. Their
application also require that someone be empowered to decide
whether or how the law applies and therefore tends towards the rule
of men rather than the rule of law.

Since Sowell defines freedom in terms of
immunity from government power, attempts to foster cosmic justice
by the enactment, interpretation and enforcement of laws
necessarily involve additional restrictions to someone’s freedom.
Such restriction of freedom is one of the principal “costs” of the
pursuit of cosmic justice which is generally ignored. His main
examples of this restriction of freedom, however, tend to be
restrictions on property rights of the sort involved in the free
speech cases. Another example he gives of the restriction of
freedom or property rights is the regulation of broadcasting that
requires equal time of political or campaign advocacy and imposes
requirements for “public service” programming. Given the enormous
impact of broadcast media on public awareness and opinion, I tend
to think it is completely reasonable to view a broadcasting license
as a public trust and wish Sowell could provide more convincing
examples of the erosion of individual freedom by the pursuit of
social justice.

Sowell summarizes the basic issue involved in
his critique of cosmic justice by reference to his concept of the
purpose of government, especially the American government, which he
regards as a unique innovation in the history of political
institutions.

Cosmic justice cannot be achieved with “a government
of laws and not of men” that simply establishes a legal framework
within which individuals are free to make their own decisions and
arrange their own voluntary transactions on whatever terms are
mutually agreeable. For cosmic justice, someone must oversee
the social results of these individual transactions and intervene
directly to ensure that the desired social results or prospects are
arranged. [8.44]

The only social result that Sowell believes
should be served by government is the fostering of a free market.
He believes that the free market is the best means of producing
material welfare and that the spontaneous evolution of morals and
culture are the best means of promoting the welfare of all.
Obviously people who are primarily interested in social justice as
it is traditionally understood will agree that it cannot be
achieved by a government which is content to let the free market
run unrestrained or unregulated. Sowell’s argument does not seem to
allow for any degree of intervention since it undermines what he
sees as the principles of the rule of law and initiates a
concentration of power that will inevitably grow.

Most of Sowell’s arguments about the vagueness
of laws aimed at counteracting tendencies towards various forms of
discrimination and his arguments about the way in which such laws
result in a lack of confidence in the legal system seem to me to be
arguments nipping at the edges of the issues rather than addressing
their real core. Obviously there have been many blunders in the
attempts to correct for discrimination, but I remain convinced that
the need to attempt such a correction was necessary and beneficial
in the long run. His attempt to turn around the idea of “leveling
the playing field” by defining it as the attempt to tilt the
playing field in favor of those whose performance would be
inadequate on the field as it currently exists seems misguided to
me. He approaches this redefinition by attempting to analyze
“advantage” in terms of superior performance, which may be ascribed
to cultural and historical factors that are ignored by a blanket
judgment in terms of race or ethnicity or gender. He also attempts
to illustrate how advantages enjoyed by some may benefit society as
a whole by describing as an “advantage” the superior knowledge and
skill required to develop a product like a computer-based device or
application which can then be used by many who would not have been
able to produce it on their own. This strikes me as completely
beside the point if one is attempting to analyze how circumstances
and biases might prevent an individual from realizing his or her
potential (and perhaps doing things that would prove of great
benefit to society at large).

In his defense of property rights, which he
feels get short shrift in the pursuit of cosmic justice, Sowell
makes a telling comparison between property rights and freedom of
the press. Just as the freedom of the press benefits society as a
whole and not just journalists, he says that benefits of property
rights similarly extend far beyond those who hold substantial
amounts of property.

A free-market economy is as much dependent on
property rights as the political system is on free speech rights.
For a nation’s investments to flow to those uses most highly valued
by the consuming public, those who own assets must be free to
deploy those assets where they can get the highest return. For huge
undertakings, such as building a railroad system or creating
factories that will manufacture millions of automobiles,
individuals must be allowed to accumulate vast aggregations of
wealth – whether their own or those of stockholders. For maximum
incentives to make the best judgment of where investments should
go, as well as maximum incentives to manage those investments in
such as way as to maximize the chances of success, people must be
free of limits on how much they are allowed to accumulate, even if
others proclaim that they have “obscene” amounts of wealth.
[8.45]

In Sowell’s world it is the free-market economy
that trumps all rather than any ideas about justice. A healthy
society is virtually equated with a free-market economy, and the
proof for the validity of this equation is to be found in
historical examples of disastrous results when governments have
attempted to redistribute land, control rents or set prices.
Whether a free-market economy of the sort Sowell imagines has ever
actually existed is another matter. My own sense is that it has
not, and the myth of the free market, which shapes so much of
Sowell’s thought, is every bit as dangerous as the myths he
attributes to the anointed.


 


Personal
Conclusions

I sometimes feel that if I understood someone
fully I would agree with him. To understand him I must see things
the way he sees them, and, if we see things the same way, we surely
agree. The inverse of this would be that, if I do not agree with
Sowell’s conclusions about social policy, then I must not
understand him. He might say I am just ignoring the evidence, but
often I feel as though I disagree on issues that cannot be resolved
by statistics or empirical data. If someone says something that
does not make sense to me, how do I know whether I am unable to
understand him or he is just not making sense? I certainly feel as
though I have made genuine effort to understand Sowell, but I
confess I am no more inclined to agree with him now than I was
before I began this journey. I do perhaps see much more clearly how
I disagree with him, and I probably appreciate and sympathize more
with some aspects of his thought than I did before I made the
effort. Often listening closely to someone with whom one disagrees
can have the effect of clarifying one’s own thought. Part of the
idea behind this experiment, however, was the hope that it might be
possible to find common ground on which to build a genuine dialogue
to resolve the disagreements. I am not encouraged, but rather than
seek common ground perhaps I should focus on what seem to me to be
the roots my disagreement to see if there is any way the real
issues could be resolved.

The obvious place to start is the idea of the
free market. So much of what Sowell says seems to derive from his
ideas about the free market that his concept of society as a
self-regulating, evolving system exemplified by economic
transactions often seems to be the bedrock on which all his
thinking rests. On the surface the main reason I do not accept this
concept of society is that I think there is evidence an unregulated
free market can lead to disastrous results. The recent financial
crisis seems to me to be one example. The main problem as I see it
is that there are aspects of a free market which encourage some
people to “game the system.” In the simplest terms there is an
incentive to go for short-term profit without regard for the
long-term consequences. Free market theory may claim that property
owners have an incentive to make sure that their assets maintain
their value in the long term, but clearly an employee in a
financial services business who is paid a bonus each year based on
the transactions he initiates has every incentive to maximize his
annual bonus and perhaps retire young. Even CEOs who feel
answerable to the stockholders in terms of the short term value of
the stock have an incentive to ignore the long term. Much of this
may be rooted in the fact that for many stock ownership has become
more like gambling than investing, but I do not see anything in
free market theory that can prevent this from happening.

Economists will continue to debate the efficacy,
desirability or even possibility of an unregulated free market, and
we should listen to their conclusions. The best contributions will
surely be those which analyze specific historical instances where
the presence or absence of regulation has had a direct bearing on
prosperity or the general welfare. Too much of the current debate
about economic policy seems to start with an assumption about free
markets which is more like an article of faith than a working
hypothesis. Much of it also seems to abstract a certain moment from
its historical context in a way that ignores many factors
contributing to the outcome and biases the analysis one way or the
other.

I confess that I think the burden of proof falls
on the advocates of an unregulated free market, and I am not sure
how a convincing case could ever be made since there is no example
of an advanced industrial society in which the market has been
completely unregulated. Any argument which takes the form of “Just
think how much better things would be if we had not done A…” seems
unconvincing because it relies so heavily on conjecture. Even on
its own terms free market theory seems open to criticism from a
larger moral perspective. Unlike Sowell I think it is accurate to
describe the relationship between employer and employee as
“exploitation” in many cases, and I am not convinced by arguments
pointing out the net benefit of having Walmart move into a
community, drive many of the local businesses into bankruptcy and
employ people at minimum wage levels with few or no benefits. I
also think that an unregulated free market may inevitably produce
an amount of “collateral damage” that could be mitigated if not
prevented by government regulation or intervention. Perhaps
re-training laid-off workers does not qualify as intervention in
the market, but it is certainly an obvious means of mitigating the
consequences of free market competition, and I see no need for it
to be left to charities rather than some arm of government.

To present the unregulated free market as an
ecological system that survives and flourishes by adjusting to its
environment seems to overlook the extent to which natural
ecological systems are subject to catastrophic events as well as
the extent to which the natural world can seem cruel by human
standards. Science and technology have developed precisely because
human beings want to alter their environment to make it more
hospitable and conducive to the satisfaction of human desires. If
science and technology are part of the way in which societies adapt
to their environment, it seems to me that governments and attempts
to control social interactions could also be viewed as evolutionary
adaptations.

Part of what makes Sowell’s advocacy of free
markets unique is that he attempts to explain the superiority of a
free market with theories about society and human nature rather
than just empirical evidence. He does cite evidence in favor of
free markets, but much of it seems to me to be marginal and often
deliberately provocative examples that rarely do justice to the
full historical circumstances.

I often feel that his theory is driving the
selection and presentation of his examples, but in any case I am
more interested in the philosophical underpinnings of his
analysis.

As I have
already indicated, I think his ideas about the individual and the
relationship between the individual and society are limited in ways
that distort his analysis of social processes. While I think John
Dewey’s account of the individualism associated with the liberal
tradition in English and French philosophy pinpoints a key
weakness, I do not think it is necessary to follow Dewey all the
way to his own ideas of individualism in order to criticize
Sowell’s. Dewey sees individuality as something that must be
created rather than being given in any sense beyond the individual
physical body. I think Sowell might well object that the individual
is real in ways not limited to his physical body and that the
person who steps into a voting booth or even buys something in a
store is a unique individual in ways that matter regardless of how
“evolved” he may be by Dewey’s standards. I am not inclined to
argue with this, but I think it is important to realize how much of
that individuality is really a function of the social nexus in
which it exists. This is a difficult concept for me to articulate
or even grasp fully, but it goes beyond the idea that one’s
identity is formed by social relations and social conditioning. It
is also not an occasion for alarmist concerns about the denial of
the reality of the “self ” in some nihilistic philosophy. It is
however tied to the meaning of private property in ways that I
think matter and have significant consequences for attitudes
towards social policy.

One way to get at this is to ask what makes
something “mine.” First of all it only makes a difference in a
social context. If I am stranded on an island, there is no need to
distinguish what is “mine” from what might be “yours” since there
is no other person to lay claim to anything. Something may be
“mine” because I make it, but this is clearly not the case with an
employee who makes things for his employer. Perhaps it is only mine
if I owned all the material and tools used to make it, so to say it
is mine because I made it only begs the question. Something may be
“mine” if someone gives it to me, but only if it was “theirs” to
start with. Whether I am entitled to keep stolen goods given to me
by the thief may be addressed by the laws of the land, but the
basic issue of ownership is still left unresolved. If someone can
only give me what is legitimately “his,” what made it “his” to
start with. The obvious answer may seem to be that something is
“mine” if I “paid” for it. If I acquired by exchanging something
for it in barter, I must be the owner of what I gave for it; so
again the question is begged. If I purchase it with money, we now
have translated the issue of ownership into a matter of money. The
money may be “mine” because I “earned” it. There are, of course,
other ways of acquiring money, and the concept of “unearned income”
may throw a monkey wrench into our deliberations. For now, however,
we shall stick with the idea that I “earned” the money I have. What
is “mine” I “earned” by providing something to others that they
valued. I can volunteer my services and give away all my worldly
possessions, but if I need to “earn a living” I shall have to
demand payment for my goods or services. Their “value” is
determined not by my needs but by how useful or desirable other
people consider them. The value of my skills may fluctuate
drastically depending on whether they are regarded as useful by
others. My programming skills may become obsolete. I may be a
highly skilled machinist but unable to find work if there is no
longer any need for machine shops. Whether or how much I am paid
for my goods or services is completely dependent upon the needs or
desires of others. My ability to “earn a living” is conferred upon
me by others, even if I take great initiative in figuring out what
others want and how to equip myself to provide it. What is “mine”
seems to be the result of a complex network of needs and desires
that constitutes part of the glue that holds “society” together.
This is part of the reason why I get impatient with people who
claim that all taxation is theft. To my mind it is a little like
saying a cut in pay is theft. I am “entitled” to the money I earn
not just because of my labor and skills but because the society in
which I live and work says I am entitled to it, and it seems that
entitlement is always up for renegotiation. Even the “value” of the
money I earned years ago is subject to change due to any number of
complex interactions in the society beyond my control. Because it
is necessary to “earn a living,” my right to exist is in a very
real sense dependent upon the desires of the society in which I
live. The only way I can avoid this is to be a completely
self-sufficient hermit living off the land somewhere that is not
someone else’s private property.

There is another aspect of what is “mine” that
Sowell touches on when he discusses property rights. He points out
that property rights may often be divided as in the case where
someone may own a plot of land without owning the mineral rights.
He also points out that there are limits to property rights in many
instances. Owning land does not mean that one “owns” the air above
it. Sowell’s discussion of the conflict between free speech and
property rights hinges on the question of whether ownership of land
and buildings means that one can restrict the behavior of people
who come onto the land or into the buildings. For him the value of
property resides at least partially in the ability to control its
use, and there is a point beyond which restrictions on use amount
to a form of confiscation of part of the value of the property. The
ability to exclude “trespassers” and to set conditions on the
behavior of those allowed onto the property are ways in which a
property owner can control the use of his property. These
considerations apply primarily to “real” property (as opposed to
“personal” property), but they may be interpreted in ways that
extend them to other forms of ownership.

In some ways it seems as though our common sense
understanding of ownership has its roots in the ownership of land,
and traditionally it was cultivation of the land that entitled one
to ownership. There are cultures in which there is no concept of
ownership of land. Use of the land is understood in terms of
stewardship, and I often feel as though our own sense of ownership
would benefit from a greater sense of the responsibilities it
entails. This is another way of saying that what is “mine” is not
just mine; it is something I have been granted control over in a
way that may involve an obligation on my part to care for it or an
obligation to use it “responsibly.”

To the extent that my identity or my
individuality involves what I have or own, I am not simply a
discrete individual engaged in transactions with other discrete
individuals. We are all part of a web of interconnections and
interdependencies, and it seems to me that free market theories
tend to ignore the degree to which we are inherently connected. To
take as one’s starting point discrete individuals engaged in
transactions aimed at mutual accommodation based on differing
preferences seems to me to jumping into the middle of the
story.

Despite Sowell’s use of biological or ecological
analogies as a model for society, there is a way in which his model
seems based on something comparable to the billiard ball
mechanistic science of the 17the century. Sowell’s base reality is
the discrete individual with his unique set of preferences. Society
consists of the process of mutual accommodation required by the
differences in individual preference. It may also be based to some
degree on a commonality of certain needs, but it seems to be mainly
the differences in preference that drive the transactions. It is
certainly the differences in preferences that make individuals
unique, and the goal of maximizing the satisfaction of those
preferences without having to evaluate their relative merit
provides the means for evaluating whether a society is functioning
as well as possible. Liberty is the absence of interference in the
pursuit of individual goals, and the only justification for
government is the need for a framework that makes it possible to
pursue individual goals. For Sowell this includes national defense,
but it is mainly a matter of institutions and laws that permit the
market to function. The transactions resulting in the mutual
accommodations are essentially economic transitions. Government
transforms what might become a battlefield into an orderly
marketplace.

The idea of society as the interactions of
discrete individuals with different preferences does not
necessarily imply that all the transactions are driven by
self-interest. Motivation purely by self-interest seems to me to be
an additional assumption behind Sowell’s model of society, and it
often seems to be stretched to the point of meaninglessness in
order to hold. If behavior seems contrary to one’s economic
interests, it is deemed to be beneficial emotionally or
psychologically in some way to the extent that behavior is
self-interested virtually by definition. Even self-destructive
behavior can be viewed as satisfying some need. It seems clear to
me though that many parents are motivated in nurturing their
children by a form of love that is not a matter of “self-interest,”
no matter how many other parents may raise children as an insurance
policy against their own old age. I also do not believe that voters
always vote their pocketbooks, and I believe that some people are
idealistically motivated in their careers. Not every Christian is
motivated by a fear of eternal damnation or a desire to go to
Heaven. Nor is every public intellectual motivated by a desire to
feel morally superior. At times Sowell seems to insist so strongly
on purely self-interested motivation that he is left without an
explanation for his own behavior or that of his mentors. Incentives
and restraints may provide a neat explanation of a lot of human
behavior, but they tend towards a deterministic view of behavior
and hardly exhaust the factors that may be involved in a decision
to do something.

The real issue of course is whether the
interactions of the individuals in a completely unregulated market
can be counted on to produce the optimal results in terms of the
maximum satisfaction of individual needs or preferences. For Sowell
this seems to be a given, as though the nature of the system
necessarily means that the accommodations required for the system
to achieve stability are the best possible compromise for all the
individuals. This assumes, of course, that the system will tend
toward stability and says nothing about the time required for it to
settle into a stable state. It also does not address the question
of whether the adaptation of the system may involve limiting
drastically the options available to large numbers of individuals.
It is one thing to say that the compromises achieved are the best
possible given the options faced by each individual and quite
another to say that there is any tendency towards maximizing the
options for everyone. This is one way of attempting to articulate
why I balk at the way free market theorists always insist that
individuals are always free to choose. Is the laid-off worker free
to choose to work somewhere else even if it is for a lower wage?
Obviously not all laid-off workers are able to find work, even if
some turn down offers they feel are demeaning. Sowell’s objections
to the rhetoric associated with “mandatory retirement” was based on
the idea that the employee let go by his employer because he is 60
years old can always find another job and is not being “forced” to
retire. If the financiers behind a hostile takeover decide to
liquidate the company in order to get a return on their investment,
how do you evaluate the satisfaction of their preferences versus
the preferences of the workers who are laid off in the process?

The easiest
objection to free market theory is probably the issue of collateral
damage. A free market may be comparable to an ecological system,
but, when a forest fire destroys all the vegetation on a large
swath of land, it takes years for it to grow back. The analogous
effect of free market systemic adaptations may be large a number of
workers unemployed for many years. If forest rangers had been able
to limit the damage of the fire, why would this not represent a
better state of affairs? The problem Sowell faces seems to be that
if you open the door to any recognition that intervention in the
market functioning may improve the results from a human
perspective, you then need to find a method for evaluating the
effect of interventions and setting goals for them. This may
require evaluating preferences or setting priorities for some needs
over others. It often seems to me that rather than deal with this
demand Sowell simply falls back on the assertion that the natural
results of the self-regulating system are always the best possible
results even if the natural results involve periods of high
unemployment or even famine. He also likes to suggest that the only
alternative is complete central planning, and he adopts Hayek’s
argument that any degree of central planning or concentration of
power inevitably tends eventually toward totalitarianism.

Sowell seems concerned primarily with
concentration of power in a government and rarely seems concerned
about concentration of power in the hands of multi-national
corporations or individuals. His distinction is that only
governments have coercive powers. Economic transactions in the free
market are voluntary in his scheme, but it does not make sense to
me to describe as voluntary the transactions between workers or an
entire community and a corporation that decides to shut its plant
and relocate it in a foreign country. One of the traditional
functions of unions, it seems to me, has been to counter the
coercive power of employers with coercive powers represented by the
union. Coercion does not always have to connote jail or physical
punishment. Infliction of financial loss or hardship may be a form
of coercion.

Sowell insists that the accumulation of
wealth by individuals is essential for material progress, but he
never seems to consider whether the accumulation of wealth in the
hands of relatively few individuals represents a concentration of
power that poses dangers comparable to the concentration of power
in government. For someone who views human behavior in terms of
incentives and restraints, presumably every man has his price, and
a concentration of wealth is surely a concentration of power. Aside
from the influence of money in politics or civic affairs, why is it
OK for a billionaire philanthropist to institute social welfare
programs when it is not OK for the government to do so? At least
with the government there is some chance of a majority approval
behind policies. A billionaire philanthropist is simply following
the dictates of his own conscience or even perhaps an eccentric
desire to alter the nature of society. Many conservatives insist
that social welfare programs belong only in the hands of
philanthropists but object strongly to the influence exerted by
foundations like the Ford Foundation or the Rockefeller
Foundation.

Many free
market theorists will insist that a free market can function
properly only on a solid moral foundation. Admirers of Adam Smith’s
Wealth of Nations point out that he also wrote an equally
important book entitled The Theory of Moral Sentiments.
Perhaps only a proper moral substrate can prevent individuals from
taking advantage of some aspects of the free market to “game the
system.” Sowell insists, however, that social policy cannot be
based on the hope that people will act out of anything other than
self-interest. One of the key distinctions between the constrained
and the unconstrained visions is how they view human nature, and
the constrained vision assumes people will always act out of
self-interest and that there will always be evil individuals.
Sowell’s perspective on the relationship between morality and
market transactions, however, seems to me to be inconsistent. On
the one hand he views morality in terms of customs and habits of
behavior evolving adaptively in the same way the laws and political
institutions evolve (or should be allowed to evolve). On the other
hand he seems to feel that civilization is threatened by a
weakening or degeneration of morality. He opposes public policies
which he believes have played a role in undermining traditional
morality, but he also would surely oppose any attempt on the part
of the government to promote or inculcate morality. Morality for
Sowell seems to connote the intentions or “disposition” driving
behavior and also the judgments that one can form about the
behavior of others. It seems that the tendency to judge others is
an important ingredient in the way morality works since
anticipation of the judgment of others is one of the incentives or
constraints faced by an individual making a choice. Sowell has no
patience with the idea that it is better to adopt a
“non-judgmental” attitude towards others since the prevalence of
such an attitude pulls the rug out from under morality and creates
an atmosphere of “permissiveness.” In Sowell’s world I suppose free
markets are dependent on an underlying morality because the
survival and cohesiveness of society is dependent upon
morality.

In exploring Sowell’s ideas about morality I was
a little surprised by how much I agreed with him. I have spent most
of my life clinging to the notion that there are moral absolutes
even though I could never satisfactorily formulate or justify them.
More recently I have concluded that there are probably no absolutes
and that morality is in fact a matter of consensus. I have come to
view the ideas of custom and prudence as more complex than the sort
of conformity and pragmatic “worldly wisdom” they had connoted to
my mind. I have also become much more sympathetic to views of
culture inspired by evolutionary biology. As a result I found
myself recognizing in Sowell’s views on morality many of the ideas
I had recently come to embrace. Sowell sees morality as grounded
completely in customs, habits, rituals and institutions that are
culturally transmitted and evolving. His insistence that there can
be no moral ambiguity in judging slavery or apartheid as evil might
seem to imply some moral absolutes, but it can also be viewed as
simply an expression of the traditional morality he has inherited
and adopted. His desire to respect individual preferences and even
to construct a society which maximizes the satisfaction of diverse
individual preferences without having the prioritize them or
evaluate their merit seems to be advocating a fairly radical form
of pluralism despite his attacks on “multiculturalism” or “moral
relativism.”

Obviously the point where I part company with
Sowell is in his rejection of “articulated rationality” as an
element in the adoption, transmission and evolution of morality.
Most of the time Sowell’s ideas about “articulated rationality”
strike me as self-contradictory. Many of his books are
systematically explaining why “articulated rationality” is
unreliable and suspect in comparison to the unconscious systemic
rationality represented by evolutionary social processes. As I have
indicated I think Sowell has a limited concept of rationality, and
I think his idea of “systemic rationality” is really an expression
of his desire to protect the individual from coercive interference
in the conduct of his life. This may be an admirable goal, but,
when it is pursued using both a limited notion of individuality and
a limited notion of rationality, it seems to me to produce illusory
policies or distorted models of social processes. I am not
persuaded that “unconscious” habitual behavior based on traditional
social norms is in any way superior to behavior that is at least
aware of the meaning of, and potential conflicts within,
traditional morality. In fact I still hold to the Enlightenment
idea that tradition or custom is oppressive until it is examined
and brought to awareness through some form of reason. Even
language, which Sowell likes to cite as the prime example of the
evolutionary aspect of systemic rationality, becomes fossilized to
the point of being oppressive if it is not revitalized by
imaginative and creative thought, which I view as a form of
“reason.” All of this is perhaps just an indication of the extent
to which I value “awareness.” After fifty years of reading
philosophy I have come to view conceptual schemes as products of a
form of “imagination,” functioning much like art to produce a
greater awareness of the world within which we live.

I certainly agree with Sowell that no individual
can have a complete grasp of the world, but this is no reason to
reject the attempt to appreciate each other’s perspective and to
enlarge one’s own awareness by encountering others through the
medium of language. I share Sowell’s concerns about the dangers of
fanaticism and moralistic rigidity, but I am inclined to see roots
of it as a form of literal-mindedness in which language has lost
its metaphorical dimensions. Skepticism may be a valuable tonic to
be used in freeing the mind from bondage to fixed ideas, but it is
no reason to dismiss the value of all dialog or discourse. Sowell
obviously writes with passion because he still believes in the
value of verbal exchange. Sometimes his ideas about systemic
rationality seem to imply that it is best to just let things take
their course. To me this suggests much more than
laissez-faire economics and opposition to big government. It
implies ultimately something like a Stoic, Taoist or mystical
attitude towards life. As much as I may admire the purity or
integrity of extreme forms of this attitude, I always balk at the
suggestion that I should not exert myself to “make something” of my
life and at any suggestion that all attempts to improve society are
futile or self-defeating. Needless to say I also see no indication
that Sowell is willing just to let society continue on its own
without any attempt to set it back on course. I take this as
evidence of the inadequacy of his concept of systemic
rationality.

If one concedes that markets need to be
regulated to some degree by consciously conceived interventions and
if one allows intellectual debate a role in the evolution of
culture and society, what is left of Sowell’s vision? There is
first of all his defense of individual liberty and also his
relentless insistence that policies should be objectively evaluated
via evidence of their actual effect on society. Both are obviously
healthy concerns, and it would be nice if policy debate could be
conducted as a shared inquiry rather than an adversarial argument
or debating contest in which the object is to score points for a
predetermined conclusion. It is hard enough to ferret out and
interpret the data without having an intermediary first massage it
to produce desired results.

Ideas about the best way to defend individual
liberty depend on the concept of what it is that one is defending.
Sowell’s distinction between freedom from and freedom
to sets up a nice dichotomy, but it seems to me that reality
lies somewhere in the blurred gray area in between these two
abstractions. By Sowell’s standards the fact that the police do not
monitor and restrict my movements means that I am free to go to San
Francisco or Dallas even if the only way I can afford to get there
is to walk and beg for food along the way. Surely I am not as
free to go there as someone who is independently wealthy and
has his own private jet on call, but Sowell’s conception of freedom
would seem to imply that we are equally free to travel. Even if I
feel I cannot hit the road because of commitments to my family and
my employer, Sowell might insist that I am still free to go if I
want to accept the costs of the trade-offs involved. My commitments
are voluntary transactions and not the same as the restrictions
imposed on an ex-convict by the terms of his probation. He might
even say that the reason I can only afford to walk is because I
have chosen not to acquire the money by working and saving some
portion of my earnings for travel expenses. This kind of analysis
always strikes me as an example of the way a libertarian
free-market theorist paints himself into a corner in order to
preserve the “logic” of his position.

There is a prevalent common sense belief that
money is freedom. In other words many people at least in some parts
of their mind conceive freedom as effective freedom or
freedom to. The chains that bind us are not just legal
restrictions backed by the coercive power of government. I think it
makes more sense to recognize that there are meaningful degrees of
freedom while acknowledging that no human being can be absolutely
free. Individual freedom then becomes something to be maximized
rather than just protected from governmental restrictions, and the
government becomes a potential means to enhance freedom rather than
an inevitable threat to it.

In other words, the purpose of government is an
issue on which I seem to be in fundamental disagreement with
Sowell. At times I feel as though Sowell views government as a
necessary evil. Given the primacy of individual transactions, the
function of the government is simply to enforce the rules making
those transactions possible and to provide the infrastructure they
require. Since this requires some degree of centralized power,
Sowell’s main concern is that there be sufficient restrictions on
the use and growth of that power, and he views the formation of our
government in these terms. The US constitution is unique because it
is so concerned with limiting the power of government and of any
single branch of government.

I am more inclined to think of government as
ideally the embodiment of a consensus of how we want to live
together and to see it in more proactive terms. The goal to my mind
is the maximization of individual freedom in the sense of nurturing
the development of individual abilities and providing the maximum
possible options or choices for all. I see the effort to lend
support to weaker and more vulnerable citizens as an expression of
our common humanity and regard it as a natural function of
government. I see no reason why this is necessarily incompatible
with the rule of law despite Sowell’s attempts to show how the
pursuit of “cosmic justice” undermines the rule of law. While I
understand the efficacy of checks and balances in preventing abuses
of power, I think many of the concerns to limit the power of the
federal government need to be understood in their historical
context. There may be greater responsiveness, transparency and even
efficiency in administration with decentralized government, but the
size and complexity of the economy and the ways in which technology
has created interconnections and interdependencies across the
entire nation require a much more powerful central government than
anything the Founding Fathers could ever have imagined. This is
doubly true if it is necessary to regulate the market.

Some of the Constitution’s restraints on the
federal government were motivated by a concern for “states rights.”
Because I grew up in Alabama in the 40s and 50s, I have a somewhat
jaundiced view of “states rights.” I always assumed the real motive
for states rights was the desire to preserve slavery in the
Southern states, although I was interested to learn recently that
some states at the time had differing “official” religions. More
recent invocations of states rights have clearly been efforts by
some group or region to preserve a “way of life” that was out of
sync with the prevailing national mores. In the case of segregation
it was sufficiently repugnant to stigmatize the whole notion of
“states rights” for decades. Now it seems to be making a comeback
as part of a widespread animosity towards the power and policies of
the federal government. It may be part of an argument in favor of
decentralization of power in general, in which case it could be
used by cities and counties to reduce the power of state
governments as well. It may also be combined with an appeal to
pluralism as though different states offer different possible ways
of life, and individuals who object to the prevailing lifestyle in
their community should be able to move to another state where
things are done more to their taste. In this interpretation states
rights provide an alternative to civil war or negotiated secession
from the union.

Decentralizing power and embracing pluralism are
separate issues. Sowell clearly advocates decentralized power and
his model of the unregulated free market can be viewed as the
ultimate form of decentralized power. Decision-making rests as much
as possible in the hands of individuals engaged in transactions
with each other. The need for decentralization, however, rests
partially on an acceptance of pluralism as a goal or at least on
the recognition of pluralism as a fact of life. If people were of
one mind, many potential transactions could be institutionalized in
order to make everything more efficient. Obviously this is not the
case and political institutions are designed to enable people with
different needs and desires to live together.

Some of Sowell’s theory seems to imply a radical
form of pluralism. The fact that everything derives from discrete
individuals and the goal is to maximize freedom of choice both seem
to point to a very inclusive or tolerant society. Some of the
things Sowell says about sex education, however, seem to indicate
that the inclusiveness of society is limited by traditional
morality and that attempts to promote or gain acceptance for some
lifestyles may be eating away at the fabric of society. It is easy
to read some of Sowell’s op-ed pieces about AIDS or gay marriage as
expressing an underlying homophobia, but he is very careful not to
condemn homosexuality as a personal choice. It is only campaigns to
promote its widespread acceptance that he seems to feel are
undermining traditional morality in some way. It is as though he
has no objection to homosexuality so long as it is a private
matter.

Defining the
limits of inclusiveness (e.g. Homosexuals are OK, but pedophiles
are not.) is the fundamental and perennial problem for a
pluralistic society. Sowell’s theory is hampered in this regard by
his dismissal of “articulated rationality” in favor of the
accumulated wisdom of tradition. Richard Rorty’s pragmatism may
share some assumptions with Sowell’s thought, but for Rorty an
ever-expanding inclusiveness for society is one of the major goals
of Western civilization and his main proposal for promoting it is,
as he was fond of saying, to “keep the conversation going.”


One of the more fruitful results of my journey through Sowell aside
from an increased appreciation for John Dewey was the discovery of
John Gray’s book, Two Faces of Liberalism. In it he
distinguishes between two strands of traditional liberalism and
advocates a form which views tolerance of diversity not as a
temporary necessity in the pursuit of a universal truth and
morality but rather a positive virtue based on the belief that
human life can flourish in many diverse and incompatible forms. He
attempts to formulate an approach to political institutions that he
calls modus vivendi as an indication of the goal of
achieving a compromise that recognizes divergent values and allows
different value communities to coexist. What he suggests strikes me
as a much more fruitful approach to the issues associated with a
pluralistic society than Sowell’s, even though it makes no claim to
offer practical advice. His skepticism is every bit as
thoroughgoing as Sowell’s, but what he hopes to achieve is a
clarity of understanding that will at least prevent policies from
being based on illusory goals and enable each situation to be dealt
with on its own terms. John Rawls’s ideas about “political
liberalism” with their acknowledgement of a dependence on an
underlying framework of consensus may also offer a realistic
framework for understanding political institutions for a
pluralistic society. Rawls also offers what appears to me to be a
more substantial understanding of the implications of the
difference between process and results, which is so important to
Sowell.

At some point one has to wonder about the
efficacy of rational debate on political or social issues. So much
of public debate seems to be cheerleading or preaching to the choir
that I ask myself what it really takes to change someone’s mind
about the nature of justice or individual freedom. Clearly
propaganda and demagogic rhetoric can effectively mobilize support
by arousing people from the resignation or complacency that allowed
them to accept the status quo, both for good and for evil. It can
change their behavior, and it may affect the strength or shape of
their beliefs, but I do not think it really changes the fundamental
assumptions in their thinking. What does? If I think back over the
course of my life, I can spot a few times when it seems to me my
thinking changed in some real way. Probably experiences of some
sort, which are broader than just the exposure to new ideas, are
most likely to change the way one thinks. Obviously one’s early
childhood is filled with formative experiences shaping the way one
thinks and relates to the world, and it may be hard to draw the
line between the formation of one’s thinking and any alteration of
it as one matures. In my own case the watershed experience for me
was the loss of what in retrospect I regard as my adolescent
religion. This happened in college and may have been the result of
exposure to so many divergent ways of thinking or it may have
simply been the inevitable result of a growing sense of alienation
and a long-standing tendency to question my own place in the world.
There were some things I read after I shed the certainties of my
youth that I am convinced had a profound effect on the way I
thought about myself and about life, so I do believe that ideas
matter. In fact I became convinced that being truly open to ideas
meant risking your life in the sense that new ideas might well
undermine fundamental and cherished beliefs.

I suspect that there is a period for most people
spanning late adolescence and early adulthood when they are most
susceptible to influence by ideas. “Sophomoric” debates are
heartfelt and urgent and only derided in retrospect by those whose
minds have settled into more or less permanent modes of thought.
Perhaps a mid-life crisis represents an opportunity to reevaluate
things in terms of ideas, but it mostly seems to involve a
resurgence of adolescent fantasies long repressed or stifled.
Stories of traumatic experiences completely altering the way
someone views life are fascinating precisely because the experience
is relatively rare. Nonetheless people do change their minds about
important things. As Sowell points out many prominent conservative
thinkers held much more liberal or even radical views in their
youth.

The Kennedy and King assassinations
obviously had a profound effect on the way people felt about
politics and society. The Watergate scandal also probably altered
people’s ideas about they way our government works, and it may be
that cynicism about people in government can morph into ideas about
the role or purpose of government in general. Ideas played a role
in both the civil rights movement and the protests against the war
in Vietnam, although it may be difficult to separate ideas from
experiences in terms of the root motivations for action. My own
responses to the events of the 60s and 70s strike me more as an
expression of preexisting or latent attitudes than any real change
in my thinking.

 Perhaps one
area in which my ideas have changed in later life is my conception
of morality and ethics. About ten years ago I intensified my
reading of philosophy and even resumed study within an academic
framework. Among the things on which I focused were the pragmatism
of James, Dewey and Rorty and the philosophical hermeneutics of
Dilthey, Gadamer and Ricoeur. I also read some of Susanne Langer’s
attempt to apply principles of evolutionary biology to the
development of the human mind and culture. While I was mainly
interested in the relationship between language, interpretation and
understanding, one side effect of this reading was that it
persuaded me that the quest for moral absolutes was misguided and
probably rooted in some sort of anxiety. The alternative is not
despair and nihilism but a realistic acceptance of the extent to
which moral ideas are a cultural product and of the fact that
culturally grounded moral judgments are no less binding than
judgments presumed to be based on universally valid principles. One
possible benefit of this view may be a greater appreciation of the
diversity of equally valid ways of life and of the possibility for
a conflict within an individual’s moral code.

Political communities and moral communities are
not necessarily co-extensive. It is much easier when a political
community shares all the same moral values, but it is rare that it
does and probably not even desirable that it should. One of the
main tasks facing a society then is defining the limits of its
inclusiveness and establishing political institutions that enable
diversity to flourish. This all sounds very noble in the abstract,
but the reality of it may be very messy. It involves finding a way
to accommodate irreconcilable views about abortion and figuring out
how to protect ourselves from terrorist attacks. Not only is the
inclusiveness of a society always in question, the line between
public and private is never permanently drawn. This is most easily
seen in our attitudes towards parenting. Most parents feel they
have the right to raise their children as they see fit, to pass
along to them their own religion or values, to discipline them, to
shape their sense of their place in the world or their sexual
identity and to shield them as much as possible from influences
that they regard as pernicious or evil. On the other hand there is
a widespread consensus that children often need to be protected
from abusive parents and that narrow-mindedness or bigotry learned
at home needs to be countered with educational efforts in public.
There is no solution to this kind of conflict, only a constant
tug-of-war with often tragic consequences.

Sowell likes to refer to his preferred social
vision as the tragic vision based on the tragedy of the human
condition.

By tragedy here is not meant simply unhappiness, but
tragedy in the ancient Greek sense, inescapable fate inherent in
the nature of things, rather than unhappiness due simply to
villainy or callousness. [9.1]

I don’t know that I have ever felt Sowell’s
writings exhibit anything close to what I would call a tragic
sensibility. There is skepticism or realism in his sense of the
limitations of human knowledge, and there may be a large dose of
cynicism in his psychology, but I detect little that seems to me to
be a response to suffering as an inevitable component of human
existence. This is not meant to be an ad hominem characterization
of him as a callous or uncaring person. It is meant simply to
describe the character of his thought. I sense is too much optimism
or positivism at its base to characterize his vision as tragic. I
get the sense that things would work out OK if we just let the
market take care of itself. He emphasizes that evil will always
exist, and he has no hesitation in denouncing apartheid as evil,
but he also seems to feel that the human race is making progress.
Slavery is not a prevalent as it once was and apartheid or
segregation is becoming a thing of the past. He can allude to the
disgusting conditions on coffin ships transporting Irish emigrants,
but he seems to regard the choice to board such a ship as a
reasonable choice. His social vision is indeed tragic if it views
the Irish potato famine and the coffins ships as inevitable
workings of systemic rationality, but this somehow does not seem to
be his point. Perhaps I misread him, but I would expect a tragic
vision to be expressed with humility rather than the sarcasm and
certainty which seem to pervade so much of Sowell’s writing.

In a
disagreement there is often a temptation to “explain” the other’s
views psychologically rather than refute them rationally. This
would be all right if one applied a similar explanation to one’s
own views and conceded that there is no way to resolve the
difference with rational argument or empirical evidence. To some
extent I am inclined to concede this. Sowell attempts to provide an
analysis showing that disagreements can always be resolved
eventually by examining the relevant empirical evidence, and I balk
at the idea that all differences can be reduced to matters of
“fact” or causation. I do not buy his argument that values derive
from visions of causation, and even he seems at times to imply that
differing visions of causation may irreconcilable. Sowell and I may
agree that the ultimate justification for any degree of social
organization is the enhancement of individual lives, that by living
together we can all live richer and more satisfying lives. He may
say that the reason I disagree with his policy recommendations is
that I do not understand the nature of the processes affecting how
rich and satisfying each life is. We agree that different people
have different ideas about what is satisfying or what enriches
their lives, and he insists that the only way to accommodate all
these differences without someone decreeing which ones are
legitimate is to back off and allow each individual to negotiate
the best deal he can get. I hear whispered beneath this, “If this
means that large numbers of people die of starvation or live in
degrading conditions while a small number of people accumulate vast
wealth and control over resources that could benefit others, so be
it.” In other words I end up with Rawls saying that justice or
fairness is also part of the reason for social organization.
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