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INTRODUCTION



“HOW WOULD YOU LIKE TO BE REMEMBERED?” ASKED THE interviewer.


The year was 2003, and Thomas Sowell, age seventy-three at the time, had been on a writing tear. During the previous decade he had published eleven books on topics ranging from education and culture to social justice and economic literacy. Unbeknownst to the questioner, and perhaps even to Sowell, the next fifteen years would bring nine more original works, expanded or revised editions of five others, as well as the eighth, ninth, and tenth collections of his newspaper columns and other writings.


Asked earlier in the interview of which titles he was proudest, Sowell didn’t hesitate. “As an intellectual achievement,” he answered, “I would say A Conflict of Visons or Say’s Law,” works on the history of ideas and economic theory. When questioned about the long-term impact of his writings, however, Sowell demurred: “I’m not sure anyone can assess his own work. I certainly wouldn’t have the objectivity.” Lasting influence is difficult to foresee, he added, citing the twentieth-century Austrian economist Friedrich Hayek, who is best remembered today as a staunch advocate of free markets. “People who never heard of him, who never read a word he wrote, are nevertheless strongly influenced by his ideas on economic liberty. There are think tanks in Australia and Jamaica and South America based on Hayek’s work that are now directly reaching the public, who have no idea who the source is.” For Sowell, personal notoriety was less important than having tested ideas prevail in policy decisions, regardless of who gets credited. “I’m sure that at least 95% of the people in this country have never heard of me, and that’s the way it should be.”


So, how would Sowell liked to be remembered? “Oh, heavens,” he replied eventually. “I’m not sure I want to be particularly remembered. I would like the ideas that I’ve put out there to be remembered.”1


This book is a treatment of Sowell’s ideas. It’s a selective introduction to a body of work amassed over more than a half-century by one of America’s leading social theorists. Sowell’s corpus is both wide-ranging and voluminous, and you will not find anything close to a comprehensive appraisal of it in the pages that follow. Rather, the goal of this book is to place what he and others consider his most important observations into context, and then trace the intellectual traditions from which those insights derive and the orthodoxy they often challenge. Nor have I set out to psychoanalyze the author or unpack his personal life in any greater detail than is necessary to illuminate his scholarship and respond to various detractors. For those who want a deeper dive into his background, Sowell has published a memoir, A Personal Odyssey (2000), as well as a book of correspondence spanning more than four decades, A Man of Letters (2007). He’s also offered sketches of his upbringing and family in numerous columns and other semiautobiographical tomes, including Black Education: Myths and Tragedies (1972) and Late-Talking Children (1997).


True, assessing someone’s work while neglecting his personal character entirely is next to impossible and in this case would be a great disservice to the reader. Sowell was born in rural North Carolina in 1930 to a family with no electricity or running hot water. His father died before he was born and his mother, a maid, passed away giving birth to his younger brother a few years later. The orphaned Sowell was taken in by a great aunt, who raised him as her son and hid from him the fact that he was adopted and had a sister and four brothers. The family relocated, first to Charlotte, North Carolina, and later, when Sowell was eight years old, to New York City’s Harlem neighborhood, where he was raised thereafter.


A bright student with a tumultuous home life, Sowell was admitted to one of New York’s most competitive high schools but dropped out at age sixteen. He left home a year later, after a magistrate labeled him a “wayward minor,” and moved into a shelter in the Bronx for homeless boys, where he kept a knife under his pillow at night for protection. He took whatever jobs were available at the time—messenger, laborer—for a black high school dropout with few marketable skills. At one point he was so destitute that the foreman at a machine shop where he worked lent him money to buy food. For a full decade, Sowell received his education from the “school of hard knocks,” as he put it; he didn’t get around to earning a college degree until he was already in his late twenties and had served in the Marines, where he had attended photography school and taught pistol shooting.


Sowell explains in his memoir that these events from early in his life had a profound impact on his development as a scholar and his subsequent thinking about public policy. “In retrospect, even my misfortunes were in some ways fortunate, for they taught me things that would be hard to understand otherwise, and they presented reality from an angle not given to those, among intellectuals especially, whose careers have followed a more straight-line path in familiar grooves,” he writes. “I have lived through experiences which they can only theorize about.”2 This type of experience mattered more to Sowell than abstract theory. His early struggles to make a life for himself meant “daily contact with people who were neither well-educated nor particularly genteel, but who had practical wisdom far beyond what I had,” he recalls. “It gave me a lasting respect for the common sense of ordinary people, a factor routinely ignored by the intellectuals among whom I would later make my career. This was a blind spot in much of their social analysis which I did not have to contend with.”3


In this volume, I draw from those recollections—as well as from interviews I conducted with Sowell’s friends and colleagues and from my own conversations with him—to present what I hope is a well-rounded assessment. Nevertheless, this is primarily an intellectual biography, meaning that my focus is on the author’s scholarly output, not his life story. And as often as possible, I let Sowell make his arguments in his own voice, since one could hardly improve on it.


The first time I heard his name was in college in the early 1990s. During a discussion about affirmative action, someone remarked that I sounded like Thomas Sowell, to which I responded, “Who’s that?” My interlocutor suggested that I read Sowell’s Civil Rights: Rhetoric or Reality?, a book published in 1984 to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the US Supreme Court’s landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision and the twentieth anniversary of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. I fetched a copy from the school library and read it in a single sitting that evening. My response was similar to the novelist Richard Wright’s after reading H. L. Mencken for the first time. “I was jarred and shocked by the style, the clear, clean, sweeping sentences,” Wright wrote. “Why did he write like that? And how did one write like that?… I read on and what amazed me was not what he said but how on earth anyone had the courage to say it.”4


Sowell’s writing is lucid and pithy and confident. He combines wide learning and common sense—and makes it look easy. He avoids sanctimony and sentimentality, even when addressing emotional topics such as race. Unlike many other intellectuals, Sowell has spent most of his career writing for the general public, not the cognoscenti. Technically, he left teaching in the 1970s after stints at Cornell, Amherst, and the University of California at Los Angeles, among other institutions. He has been a scholar-in-residence at the Hoover Institution, a public policy think tank located at Stanford University, since 1980. Even so, through his syndicated newspaper column, which he retired only in 2016 when he was eighty-six, as well as through dozens of serious books written in plainspoken prose, Sowell became for many of his readers the best teacher they ever had.


“When I think of his writing, I think of one word: clarity,” said the veteran journalist Fred Barnes, who interviewed Sowell for a television documentary in 2005. “There is nobody in America who writes with greater clarity in columns, in books, in longer essays.” Sowell, Barnes continued, essentially had a side career for decades as a full-time journalist, and one of the better ones. “He has written so comprehensively on things like racial bias, whether bias by people or racial bias mandated by governments around the world,” Barnes said. “The reporting in some of these books is extraordinary. Given my line of work, I’m always impressed by somebody who does great reporting. He may call it research, but it’s brilliant and extensive.”5


I met Sowell in person for the first time while working at the Wall Street Journal in the mid-1990s. On book tours he would pass through New York City and meet with the paper’s editorial board. Some years later I traveled to Stanford University to interview him for a Journal profile, and we struck up an acquaintance that has endured. These days, younger people are more likely to discover Sowell online. When he turned ninety, on June 30, 2020, he had nearly 550,000 followers on Twitter, which is a remarkable feat for anyone but especially for a person who doesn’t use social media. The account, @ThomasSowell, was started in 2009 and is still run by an anonymous fan of Sowell’s work. This fan asked me not to use his name, because his fondness for Sowell’s ideas might make his politically liberal coworkers uncomfortable. But he did allow that he’s a millennial from the Midwest who has never met the author. He began reading Sowell in college and got the idea for the account after hearing Sowell interviewed on Dennis Prager’s popular radio program.


“I started the account because I wanted to get his ideas out there to a bigger audience,” he told me. Sowell, he continued, “had almost zero social media presence besides someone tweeting out his weekly columns. So I started by sharing the column link and maybe pulling out a few quotes from them. And it was sort of a slow build until maybe 2016.” That’s when he began posting quotes more frequently, one or two per day, including some from Sowell’s past columns and books. And that’s the only content the account has ever posted—direct quotations from Sowell’s books and columns with no added commentary. Thousands of “likes” and retweets followed. “That’s when it really started to get momentum,” he said. “In the last few years, the account has been gathering about 100,000 followers a year.”


In addition to his Twitter presence, many of Sowell’s television appearances over the decades can be found on YouTube. Peter Robinson, a Hoover colleague and host of the online current affairs program Uncommon Knowledge, told me his frequent interviews with Sowell are especially popular among people in their twenties and thirties. “Tom is the most appreciated, the most enjoyed, the most requested guest,” he said. “The younger the audience, the more they love Tom Sowell.”6


A younger generation’s interest in Sowell is not simply an indication that his views on economics or migration or culture still resonate. As importantly, it suggests an ongoing appetite for his style of policy analysis. The type of thinking that flies under the banner of “wokeness” today was identified more than thirty years ago by Sowell as merely the latest iteration of “social justice” advocacy that political philosophers such as William Godwin were articulating in the eighteenth century. Sowell’s adherence to empiricism—to using data-driven evidence to test theories and examine social phenomena—is another distinguishing feature of his scholarship that is never out of date. The intellectual fads that so often animate academics and the media carry little weight with Sowell, who’s far more interested in learning the facts and then determining whether they match popular beliefs. While other scholars ask what factors cause poverty, Sowell wants to know what circumstances lead to wealth creation. While others argue over how to explain different economic outcomes among different racial and ethnic groups, Sowell wonders why anyone should expect similar outcomes to begin with. Moreover, he has frequently sought answers to questions that many of his academic peers were too skittish to ask.


In the early 1970s, when Sowell was conducting research on race and intelligence, he was approached at a Ford Foundation conference by Kenneth Clark, the prominent black psychologist whose own research decades earlier had helped civil rights activists successfully challenge segregation laws in public schools. After learning about Sowell’s project, Clark privately urged him to discontinue it, fearful that what Sowell might discover would dignify the theories of scholars such as Arthur Jensen, who argued that genetics explained racial differences in mental capability. But Sowell was skeptical of Jensen’s theories and wanted to test them. Unlike Clark, he wasn’t afraid of what he might find. Nor did Sowell believe there was anything to be gained by shielding people from the reality of their situations. “I did not share Kenneth Clark’s fears but, even in the unlikely event that the research ended up confirming Jensen’s theory of a racial basis for differences in average IQ, was I supposed to suppress the results?” Sowell asked. He added, “Wherever black people were going, and wherever we wished to go, we had to get there from where we were—which meant we had to know where we were, not where we wished we were or where we wished others to think we were.”7


These debates are not ancient history. Recent calls to eliminate SAT scores in the college admissions process because blacks and Hispanics, on average, score lower than whites and Asians ultimately are attempts to obscure where these lagging groups, for whatever reasons, currently measure up against others. And efforts to blanket over these discrepancies by no longer measuring them are no less misguided today than when Sowell called them out a half-century ago. Sowell spurned Clark’s advice and continued with his research project. He and his colleagues would eventually collect some seventy thousand IQ records from twelve ethnic groups going back fifty years. “The pattern that emerged was that those ethnic groups which were in a similar situation to blacks, half a century ago, had very similar (and sometimes lower) IQs, and as their socioeconomic status rose over the decades, so did their IQs,” Sowell later explained. “In a sense, my conclusions go counter to both Jensen and his critics. Both try to find an explanation for a unique black experience, whereas it seems to me that there is little that needs explaining.”8 In Sowell’s view, the episode illustrated a broader problem with our discussions about race. “An awful lot of effort goes into maintaining the image of blacks,” he told me. “You want to improve the reality, not the image. And sometimes the focus on the image gets in the way.”9


Sowell may be best known for his writings on racial controversies, but race isn’t a topic he initially set out to explore. “I never thought that just because I’m black, that made me an authority on race matters,” he said. “I figured there were people who specialize in this stuff and they must know what they’re talking about. Then I started reading what they were saying, and so much of it was rubbish. I thought, ‘Good heavens, it’s time for us amateurs to get into this thing.’”10


Sowell is an economist by training, and for him that training started later than it does for most scholars. Never having graduated from high school, his first step after leaving the military was to earn his GED. The GI bill enabled him to enroll in night school at Howard University, the historically black college in Washington, DC, and after completing his freshman year he transferred to Harvard. Choosing economics as a major was an easy call because his best subject in school had always been math. But after taking one course on the history of economic thought, and another on the origins of socialism, Sowell realized that his real fascination was with intellectual history more generally. He wrote his senior thesis on the philosophy of Karl Marx and finally received his undergraduate degree in economics in 1958 at the age of twenty-eight. A year later he obtained a master’s degree from Columbia University, and then it was on to the University of Chicago, where he would eventually earn his doctorate in 1968. His dissertation, written under the guidance of future Nobel-winning economists Milton Friedman and George Stigler, was on the history of ideas.


It’s no great shock that Sowell’s writings on race have garnered the most media coverage. Disputing the rationale behind the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education ruling, or questioning whether minority groups benefit more from government intervention than from free-market competition, is bound to earn you greater attention than writing about the history of economic theory or the role of intellectuals in society. But most of Sowell’s output is not on race, and Basic Economics: A Common Sense Guide to the Economy is his best-selling work. Sowell has written that the “books that made the key differences in my career—Say’s Law, whose manuscript was crucial to my receiving tenure at U.C.L.A., and Knowledge and Decisions, which brought an offer of appointment as Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institution—were both books on non-racial themes.” Moreover, his books on racial issues “were not written as an intellectual outlet” but more out of a personal sense of duty, “because there were things I thought needed saying and I knew that other people were reluctant to say them.”11


Here, his ideas on race and culture will be assessed within the broader framework of his writings on economics, history, and social theory. It is a philosophical framework that has held up astonishingly well over the course of his lengthy career and facilitated a remarkably principled approach to subject after subject, as the following chapters will demonstrate. Books such as Knowledge and Decisions (1980), A Conflict of Visions (1987), The Vision of the Anointed (1995), and The Quest for Cosmic Justice (1999) are not about race specifically, but they offer useful insights on where he’s coming from in his writings on race as well as on politics, law, education, and other topics. Sowell has opposed affirmative action in hiring and college admissions, for instance, on the grounds that they not only haven’t helped the original intended beneficiaries—disadvantaged blacks—but have, in practice, led to slower black progress than we would have seen in the absence of such policies. Yet in his estimation, this negative view of racial preferences is rooted in a much broader analysis of the trade-offs between individual liberty and state intervention:




Much of the loss of freedom with the growth of big government has been concealed because the direct losses have been suffered by intermediary decision-makers—notably, businessmen—and it is only after the process has gone on for a long time that it becomes blatantly obvious to the public that an employer’s loss of freedom in choosing whom to hire is the worker’s loss of freedom in getting a job on his merits, that a university’s loss of freedom in selecting faculty or students is their children’s loss of freedom in seeking admission or in seeking the best minds to be taught by.12





Sowell’s habit of challenging liberal orthodoxies that are held dear by most of his fellow intellectuals and the mainstream media has led to a good deal of criticism over the decades. This book explores the history and nature of that criticism, why it has been so virulent, and why so much of it comes from black liberals, in particular, who often respond as if any disagreement with the left-wing consensus view is not merely misguided but malevolent. Sowell’s adversaries frequently resort to gross distortions of his arguments or ugly character assassination. His motives tend to be questioned more often than the strength of his logic and reasoning. And then there are the outright lies. Sowell has been accused of denying the existence of racial discrimination, of supporting theories of genetic racial inferiority, and of urging other disadvantaged groups to follow in his footsteps or to lift themselves up by their bootstraps—all of which is demonstrably false. He told me that some of these disagreements have been misunderstandings, that his critics are often searching for hidden agendas instead of taking him at his word. That’s a mistake, says Sowell, who didn’t set out to become an iconoclast. What’s driven him from the start was a simple desire to make sense of his surroundings and the wide variety of human behavior on display. “From an early age, I have been concerned with trying to understand the social problems that abound in any society,” he wrote in his memoir. “But, once having achieved some sense of understanding of particular issues—a process that sometimes took years—I wanted to share that understanding with others.”13


Thankfully for the rest of us, Thomas Sowell has a lot to share.
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CHICAGO-SCHOOLED




“He’s a socialist, but he’s too smart to remain one too long.”




IN THE SPRING OF 2004, PRINCETON UNIVERSITY HOSTED A conference in honor of Peter Bauer, the Hungarian-born London School of Economics scholar who had died two years earlier at the age of eighty-six. Among economists working on Third World poverty, Bauer had been something of a renegade. He was skeptical of the view that poor countries were poor because they were overpopulated or had been exploited by former colonists. He argued that extensive state control of economic activity was counterproductive. And he was an outspoken critic of the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and other well-meaning global aid organizations tasked with helping underdeveloped nations improve their living standards.


The conventional thinking in the aftermath of World War II was that some combination of government central planning and financial assistance from developed nations was key to breaking the “vicious cycle of poverty” on display in parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. The development economist Paul Baran, for example, argued that free-market capitalism may have facilitated prosperity elsewhere in earlier eras, but that it would never work in the Third World. In Baran’s view, capitalism itself was now the problem. It was, he said, “in the underdeveloped world that the central, overriding fact of our epoch becomes manifest to the naked eye: the capitalist system, once a mighty engine of economic development, has turned into a no less formidable hurdle to human advancement.”1 The “establishment of a socialist planned economy,” he continued, “is an essential, indeed indispensable, condition for the attainment of economic and social progress in underdeveloped countries.”2


Baran was a highly regarded academic, and such views at the time were well within the mainstream, not only among other US economists but also among their peers internationally. Hiroshi Kitamura, a prominent Japanese development economist at the University of Tokyo, wrote in 1964 that “only planned economic development can hope to achieve a rate of growth that is politically acceptable and capable of commanding popular enthusiasm and support.”3 As Sweden’s Gunnar Myrdal, a recipient of the Nobel Prize in Economics, had surmised, the “special advisers to underdeveloped countries who have taken the time and trouble to acquaint themselves with the problem… all recommend central planning as the first condition of progress.”4


But after taking the time and trouble to study the economies of developing nations, Bauer held a rather different view. Having conducted seminal research on trade in West Africa and on the rubber industry in Southeast Asia, he concluded that the conventional wisdom “was in obvious conflict with simple reality.” For starters, there was the historical record to consider. “Throughout history, innumerable individuals, families, groups, societies, and countries—both in the West and the Third World—have moved from poverty to prosperity without external donations,” he explained. “All developed countries began as underdeveloped. If the notion of the vicious cycle were valid, mankind would still be in the Stone Age at best.”5


Bauer likewise rejected the idea that the West in general, and free-market capitalism in particular, were ultimately to blame for Third World woes. “Far from the West having caused the poverty in the Third World, contact with the West has been the principal agent of material progress there,” he wrote. Just look at the parts of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East that had made the most progress: “The materially more advanced societies and regions of the Third World are those with which the West established the most numerous, diversified and extensive contacts.”6 To Bauer, Kitamura’s push for more central planning in the developing world was “especially paradoxical since his country”—Japan—“made rapid progress without this policy.” The experiences of Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea also contradicted Kitamura’s assertion. If price controls, protectionism, and foreign-aid packages from industrialized nations eliminated poverty, as development economists the world over insisted, where was the evidence? “There is no empirical or logical basis for the assertion that comprehensive planning is necessary for material progress,” wrote Bauer. “It played no part either in the development of the now highly developed countries or in the substantial progress of many of the [less developed countries] that have advanced rapidly since the end of the nineteenth century.”7


During the 1970s and 1980s, Bauer would expand on his views in lectures, essays, and books, including Dissent on Development; Equality, the Third World, and Economic Delusion; and Reality and Rhetoric. Eventually the conventional thinking in development economics began to bend Bauer’s way. The same global aid organizations that had been so hostile to free markets started to acknowledge that there was something to his critique of aid-based development strategies. “Today, many of Lord Bauer’s views on aid and development are part of a new conventional wisdom,” reported The Economist in 2002, shortly before his death. “Even the World Bank admits that creating the right conditions for markets to flourish is the key to economic development, and that until recently much of the money that it has supplied has been badly used.”8


THOSE ON HAND AT THE PRINCETON EVENT TO HONOR Bauer included the Nobel laureates Amartya Sen and James Buchanan, among other notable scholars, colleagues, friends, and former students. A highlight was the final session of the conference, which featured a conversation on Bauer’s legacy between the economists Milton Friedman and Thomas Sowell, both of whom were affiliated with the Hoover Institution, a think tank based at Stanford University. Friedman and Sowell couldn’t make the trip east to Princeton, but they had agreed to prerecord a discussion at Hoover for use at the conference.


“The thing that strikes me most about Peter Bauer is how he stuck to his guns through decade after decade—when he was outside the mainstream, all by himself,” Sowell began. “And then, by the end of his life, the mainstream had moved over to where he was.” Friedman responded that Sowell’s own legacy was similar to Bauer’s—“You’ve gone through essentially the same process”—but Sowell demurred, joking that he still had his work cut out. In fact, both Friedman and Sowell had spent a fair amount of time during their long professional careers endeavoring to debunk popular beliefs and to mainstream ideas that had previously been marginalized. In addition to changing the way we think about monetary policy, Friedman had helped pioneer concepts such as Social Security privatization and school vouchers. Sowell’s writings questioned the merits of affirmative action policies and the efficacy of trying to advance an ethnic or racial group economically by increasing their political clout.


As their discussion progressed, it became clear that both scholars not only agreed on how Bauer had distinguished himself in the field of development economics but also admired his empirically oriented approach to public policy analysis in general. Put another way, they liked how Bauer thought about the world, and they shared his deep skepticism of fellow intellectuals who were quick to dismiss the experiences and agency of “the masses,” or the roles that existing institutions and processes play in how everyday people make decisions in their lives. Friedman noted that Bauer “strongly emphasized that the so-called ‘backward people’—the ordinary denizens of India, Malaysia, and Africa—reacted to the same incentives and reacted just about as rationally as the citizens of the more advanced countries.”


Like Friedman and Sowell in their own work, Bauer stressed the importance of testing a hypothesis against what could be observed. However plausible a theory may sound, what mattered most was the accuracy of its predictions in the real world. Abstract theories were of little use if they couldn’t withstand fact-based scrutiny. What is supposed to occur under a given set of circumstances is less important than what ultimately comes to pass. “It’s just amazing,” said Sowell, in reference to scholars, such as Gunnar Myrdal, who argued that underdeveloped countries were helpless without large-scale foreign aid and government planning. “I get no sense that Myrdal actually investigated these theories of his and compared them with anything that actually happened.” Sowell added, “I myself, of course, started out on the left and believed a lot of this stuff. The one thing that saved me was that I always thought facts mattered. And once you think that facts matter, then of course that’s a very different ball game.”9


BAUER WAS BORN IN HUNGARY, STUDIED ECONOMICS AT THE University of Cambridge in England, and taught for many years at the London School of Economics. His work applied classical economics to questions of Third World development in the British tradition of Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, and Alfred Marshall. However, Bauer’s research and methodology also underscored themes often associated in the United States with the so-called Chicago school of economics, which is one reason his analyses resonated so strongly with Friedman and Sowell. Friedman both attended and taught at the University of Chicago and did more than anyone else to popularize the Chicago school in the second half of the twentieth century. He considered Sowell to be one of his star students. “The word ‘genius’ is thrown around so much that it’s becoming meaningless,” said Friedman, “but nevertheless I think Tom Sowell is close to being one.”10


The University of Chicago has long had one of the top economics programs in the world. As of this writing, its faculty, researchers, and former students have collected thirty Nobel Prizes in Economics, a feat that no rival comes close to matching. Over the decades, the term “Chicago school” has become shorthand for a unique way of thinking about social science. But the reference, when properly used, is not to a “set of tenets or propositions to which all Chicagoans subscribe,” as an authoritative essay on the history of the department explains. Rather, it’s “an approach to economic research.”11 Not all Chicago economists have identified with this approach, of course, but over time the subset of faculty members who did ultimately came to define the department. And understanding this distinctive application of economic analysis to history, sociology, politics, and other fields of study will undoubtedly lead to a better appreciation of Thomas Sowell’s work and the intellectual framework in which he has operated.


When Sowell arrived at the University of Chicago in the fall of 1959 to begin his PhD studies, Milton Friedman had been on the faculty for more than a decade. But Sowell hadn’t gone there to study under Friedman, and the University of Chicago hadn’t been his first choice. The original plan was to pursue his doctorate at Columbia University, where he had just earned his master’s degree, and study under another future Nobel economist, George Stigler. As an undergraduate at Harvard in a course on the history of economic thought taught by Arthur Smithies, Sowell had read an academic article by Stigler on the theories of the classical economist David Ricardo. Sowell was so taken by the subject matter, and so impressed by Stigler’s command of it, that he turned his own focus toward the history of ideas and resolved to do his graduate work at Columbia under Stigler’s guidance. After Stigler left Columbia in 1958 to join the faculty of the University of Chicago, Sowell followed him there.


Sowell hadn’t been a big fan of the intellectual atmosphere at Harvard or Columbia and was looking forward to a change of scenery. At Harvard, “smug assumptions were too often treated as substitutes for evidence or logic,” he recalled.12 There was a tendency “to assume that certain things were so because we bright, good fellows all agreed that it was so.” Sowell had little patience for such elitism. His classmates seemed to think they “could rise above reasons, and that to me,” Sowell said, “was the difference between pride and arrogance, and between the rational and irrational.”13 Nor did he ever quite adjust to the social atmosphere in Cambridge. “I resented attempts by some thoughtless Harvardians to assimilate me, based on the assumption that the supreme honor they could bestow was to allow me to become like them,” he said, adding, “I readily accepted all aspects of what Harvard had to offer that seemed worthwhile, and readily rejected all that struck me as nonsense. The fact that I was avidly reading W. E. B. Du Bois did not keep me from Shakespeare or Beethoven. Indeed, I noticed that Du Bois liked Shakespeare and Beethoven—and had attended Harvard.”14


It would be difficult to exaggerate the severity of the learning curve Sowell faced when he entered college. It’s not just that he hadn’t been a full-time student in almost a decade. He also was unfamiliar with the basics of the academy to a degree that was startling, but perhaps not unusual for someone who was the first in his family to reach seventh grade. Before transferring to Harvard, he had attended night classes at Howard University. “As an example of my academic naivete at this point, when I heard professors referred to as ‘doctor’ I thought they were physicians and marveled at their versatility in mastering both medicine and history or medicine and math,” he later wrote. “It came as a revelation to me that there was education beyond college, and it was some time before I was clear whether an M.A. was beyond a Ph.D. or vice versa. Certainly, I had no plans to get either.”15


Sowell’s issues with his fellow undergraduates also may have stemmed to some degree from their age differences. He was twenty-five when he entered Harvard, had been on his own since leaving home at seventeen, and had already completed a stint in the Marines. Thus, he was not only older than the typical college freshman but also had significant experience living in the real world. His year at Columbia, a school he described as “a sort of watered-down version of Harvard intellectually,” was only a slight improvement. By contrast, the University of Chicago was “itself,” he recalled, “and not an imitation of anything.” The Chicago economics department was extremely demanding and the vetting was brutal, said Ross Emmett, an authority on the history of the Chicago school of economics. “During that period of time, Harvard took in twenty-five to twenty-seven students and graduated twenty-five of them, whereas Chicago took in seventy students and graduated twenty-five of them.”16 The department also had a reputation for being conservative, and Sowell’s political views at the time were, in his words, “still strongly left wing and very much under the influence of Marx.” Nevertheless, he had no qualms about leaving Columbia for Chicago: “I was far more impressed by the fact that we shared similar intellectual values.” Graduate economics “is a technical field and not an ideological battleground,” he reasoned. “As I came to understand the Chicago views on economic policy, they seemed less and less like any conservatism that I knew about.”17


THE INTEREST IN KARL MARX HAD STARTED IN SOWELL’S late teens, after he purchased a secondhand set of encyclopedias that included an entry on the German philosopher. It’s not hard to contemplate why a black person born during the Great Depression in the Jim Crow South and then raised in urban ghettos might find the precepts of Marxism persuasive. The cruel capitalists, the greedy bourgeoisie, the oppressed masses, the coming revolution that will finally relieve the struggling proletariat from despair—this outlook had a certain appeal to Sowell. “These ideas seemed to explain so much and they explained it in a way to which my grim experience made me very receptive,” he later wrote.18


Back then, young Tommy was eking out a living as a messenger for Western Union. “When I left home, I had not finished high school and had a number of these low-level jobs,” he told me. “It was a trying time. I had always been in school and so on, and this was starting at the very bottom.” His job was located in Lower Manhattan, and after work he usually took the subway back up to Harlem, where most of New York City’s black population lived. Occasionally, however, Sowell would ride home atop one of the city’s double-decker buses and marvel at the shifting urban landscape as he headed north. The bus traveled up 5th Avenue, past the upscale department stores that catered to the wealthy. At 57th Street it would turn left, pass by Carnegie Hall, snake around Columbus Circle, proceed up Broadway, and continue north on Riverside Drive through affluent residential neighborhoods. “And then somewhere around 120th Street, it would go across a viaduct and onto 135th Street, where you had the tenements,” he said. “And that’s where I got off. The contrast between that and what I’d been seeing most of the trip really baffled me. And Marx seemed to explain it.”19 In his 1985 book on Marxism, Sowell wrote that the philosopher “took the overwhelming complexity of the real world and made the parts fall into place, in a way that was intellectually exhilarating.”20 For a young man in his circumstances who had no alternative vision of the world with which to compare it, Marxism was a revelation.


Sowell would self-identify as a Marxist throughout his twenties. His senior thesis at Harvard was on Marxian economics, and his master’s thesis at Columbia was on Marxian business cycle theory. Even his first scholarly publication, in the March 1960 issue of American Economic Review, was on the writings of Karl Marx. But like many others who are attracted to Marxist philosophy in their youth, Sowell would abandon it as he became older and more experienced. It helped that he was never a doctrinaire thinker to begin with and kept an open mind. “I read everything across the political spectrum” in those days, he said. “I understood that there were reasons why people have different views, as I see even today, that it’s not just a question of being on the side of the angels and against the forces of evil.”21 Even “at the height of my Marxism,” he continued, “I read William F. Buckley and Edmund Burke, because I’d gotten in school, particularly in a ninth-grade science class, the idea of evidence, the importance of evidence and the need to test evidence. That was always there.”22


Perhaps that’s what made him such a good fit years later for Chicago, where the importance of thinking empirically wasn’t merely stressed but written in stone. The University of Chicago’s Social Science Research Building, which housed the economics department, had an edited version of Lord Kelvin’s dictum etched over the entrance: “When you cannot measure, your knowledge is meager and unsatisfactory.” Theorizing is necessary but insufficient. Data and evidence are needed to verify what we think we know. Sowell had been thinking like a Chicago economist before he ever set foot on campus.


THE CHICAGO SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS THAT PRODUCED Thomas Sowell is most closely associated with Milton Friedman and George Stigler, two of the most influential economists in the second half of the twentieth century. Friedman gained prominence in the 1960s as a ferocious critic of Keynesian economics at a time when the views of British scholar John Maynard Keynes dominated the profession on both sides of the Atlantic. In a 1936 book, General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, Keynes hypothesized that the Great Depression could be blamed on inadequate demand for labor, goods, and services and that more government spending could prod the economy back to health. Keynesians acknowledged that government spending entailed the risk of inflation, but they insisted that this was tolerable—even a good thing—because it would result in a lower unemployment rate. By their thinking, higher inflation meant fewer people out of work.


Friedman rejected the idea that inflationary government policies were the best way to respond to economic downturns. As a monetarist, he believed that the economy’s performance had less to do with government expenditures and more to do with how the money supply was manipulated by central banks. In 1963, Friedman and a coauthor, Anna Schwarz, published A Monetary History of the United States, 1867–1960, which argued that the Great Depression was rooted primarily in ill-conceived Federal Reserve policies. Friedman also challenged the notion that there was in fact any trade-off in the long run between unemployment and inflation. Keynesians said that if inflation was high, unemployment would be low, and vice versa. Friedman disagreed, and when, in the 1970s, unemployment and inflation rose simultaneously—a phenomenon known as “stagflation” that Keynesianism couldn’t explain—his analysis was validated. “In academia, victory comes when your peers get bigger laughs pointing at your critics than at you,” wrote economist Todd Buchholz in reference to the Keynes-Friedman feud. “By the late 1970s, the monetarists moved from being the butt of jokes to the head of the class.”23 In 1976, Friedman claimed the Nobel Prize in Economics “for his achievements in the field of consumption analysis, monetary history and theory, and for the demonstration of the complexity of stabilization policy.” It was the first of many Nobels for the Chicago school.


In addition to his scholarly accomplishments, Friedman went to great lengths to simplify economics for public consumption after he retired from teaching in 1977. He hosted a television series, wrote a magazine column, and lectured widely, and this passion for popularizing the dismal science rubbed off on Sowell. “Milton Friedman was one of the very few intellectuals with both genius and common sense,” he wrote in the Wall Street Journal after Friedman’s death in 2006. “He could express himself at the highest analytical levels to his fellow economists in academic publications and still write popular books such as ‘Capitalism and Freedom’ and ‘Free to Choose,’ that could be understood by people who knew nothing about economics. Indeed, his television series, ‘Free to Choose,’ was readily understandable even by people who don’t read books.”24


Sowell shared Friedman’s interest in explaining the discipline to a wider general audience, and, like his mentor, he would go on to make a second career out of it through his books and columns long after he left teaching. Christopher DeMuth, a former president of the American Enterprise Institute and close reader of Sowell’s work, told me that in his estimation Sowell was a more effective popularizer of economics and classical liberalism than Friedman was. “For a long period of time, Tom was writing two newspaper columns a week,” he said. “He had a beautiful, natural writing style. He was taking something that a hundred people had written about in the past month and writing something that was completely fresh and iconoclastic, with an edge of anger and exasperation to it. I think they were brilliant.” DeMuth said that in much of his non-scholarly writing Friedman applied libertarian ideology to one policy issue or another, but that Sowell had more range, and thus could reach more people: “Tom could also get into issues that didn’t have anything to do with policy, [issues] that were about society, about the way the people think and talk and argue about matters. He was a more variegated intellectual than Milton, and I think it’s an important part of his legacy.”25


George Stigler influenced economics mainly through his research and scholarly writings rather than through direct communication with the public. But like Friedman, he advocated for greater economic literacy. “Whether one is a conservative or a radical, a protectionist or a free trader, a cosmopolitan or a nationalist, a churchman or a heathen,” he wrote, “it is useful to know the causes and consequences of economic phenomena.”26 Stigler’s initial focus was intellectual history, the topic of his doctoral thesis and the one that brought him to the attention of Sowell. He was a leading authority on how economic theory had developed from the time of Adam Smith, and his interest in the classical economists never waned. Later, he would conduct groundbreaking research in the field of industrial organization, which deals with how businesses compete with one another, and he would demonstrate how government regulations can lead to inefficiencies that ultimately harm the very consumers they’re intended to help. His body of work on the causes and effects of regulation would help win him the Nobel Prize in Economics in 1982.


Stigler also made significant contributions to the study of price theory, or why things cost what they do. Price theory falls within the domain of microeconomics, the branch that attempts to explain the behavior of consumers, firms, and markets on an individual basis. And it was through the teaching and application of microeconomic theory that George Stigler and Milton Friedman distinguished the Chicago school. Other leading institutions at the time, including Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, also taught price theory, of course, but it wasn’t the focal point of the economics curriculum the way it was at Chicago. Nor did other schools follow the Chicago model in stressing the use of microeconomics to investigate everyday problems in the real world. Instead, most graduate schools emphasized mathematical economics with the goal of developing elegant theories, not testing their worth. J. Daniel Hammond, an economist at Wake Forest University who has studied the Chicago approach to teaching price theory, described it as “more concrete, less abstract; more pragmatic, less speculative; a tool to solve problems rather than a set of problems to be solved, and derived to a greater extent from evidence rather than from abstractions.”27 Friedman taught the price theory course from 1946 to 1963, and Gary Becker, one of his students, said Friedman’s emphasis “on applications of theory to the real world set the tone for the department.” A strong command of basic price theory was important, said Becker, who later used microeconomics to analyze social issues ranging from marriage to crime and drug addiction. But “the theory was not an end in itself or a way to display pyrotechnics,” said Becker. “Rather, the theory became worthwhile only insofar as it helped explain different aspects of the real world.”28


Friedman himself noted that the key distinction between Chicago under his direction and other schools was “treating economics as a serious subject versus treating it as a branch of mathematics, and treating it as a scientific subject as opposed to an aesthetic subject.” To Friedman, “the fundamental difference between Chicago at that time and let’s say Harvard, was that at Chicago, economics was a serious subject to be used in discussing real problems, and you could get some knowledge and some answers from it.”29 It was a point he elaborated in a 1974 speech:




In discussions of economic policy, “Chicago” stands for a belief in the efficacy of the free market as a means of organizing resources, for skepticism about government intervention into economic affairs, and for emphasis on the quantity of money as a key factor in producing inflation. In discussions of economic science, “Chicago” stands for an approach that takes seriously the use of economic theory as a tool for analyzing a startlingly wide range of concrete problems, rather than as an abstract mathematical structure of great beauty but little power; for an approach that insists on the empirical testing of theoretical generalizations and that rejects alike facts without theories and theories without facts.30





Although it was Friedman who taught price theory at Chicago, Stigler collaborated closely with him on the contents of the course, even going so far as to help devise exam questions. The two men had first crossed paths as students at Chicago in the 1930s, and a decade later they both worked as professors at the University of Minnesota. Stigler published a textbook on price theory in 1942 and revised it four years later, just as Friedman was to begin teaching his graduate course in the subject at Chicago. Stigler wouldn’t join Friedman in Chicago until 1958, but they stayed in close contact in the interim. “Friedman’s friendship with Stigler deepened during their year together at Minnesota, and Stigler had a substantial influence on the development of Chicago price theory even in his absence from the Chicago faculty,” said Hammond. Through his correspondence with Friedman and through his textbook, from which Friedman drew, Stigler was a teacher “in the shadows for Friedman’s students.”31 The Fortune Encyclopedia of Economics describes Stigler as “the quintessential empirical economist”; what distinguishes his textbook, The Theory of Price, it notes, is “how many principles of economics are illustrated with real data rather than hypothetical examples,” a hallmark of the postwar Chicago school: “Probably more than any other economist, Stigler deserves credit for getting economists to look at data and evidence.”32


FRIEDMAN AND STIGLER WERE HARDLY THE ONLY SCHOLARS of future renown that Sowell was exposed to in his student days, even if he didn’t always appreciate it at the time. His professors also included Gary Becker and Friedrich Hayek, who would both win Nobels and profoundly impact Sowell’s own scholarship. Becker did pioneering research on the economics of racial bias, and Sowell told me that “anything that dealt with discrimination on my part was within the framework of what Becker had said.”33 Sowell’s Knowledge and Decisions, which he and other economists count among his best professional work, was inspired by a 1945 academic paper by Hayek on how societies function. Still, there is a case to be made that no one had a greater impact on Sowell’s career path than Stigler and Friedman. They were his instructors and his mentors. They served on his dissertation committee and even helped him with material needs. When a problem arose with Sowell’s student aid and he contemplated leaving graduate school to find a job, it was Stigler who, without Sowell’s knowledge, secured a generous grant for promising academics from the Earhart Foundation. Sowell later said, “[The grant] enabled me to complete the studies that led to my receiving a Ph.D. at the University of Chicago, and to having a career as an economist.”34 And it was Friedman who, years later, brought Sowell to the attention of Stanford University’s Hoover Institution, where he became a Senior Fellow in 1980 after he left teaching. Both Friedman and Stigler saw something in Sowell early on that led them to nurture his development as a scholar.


Richard Ware, the longtime head of the Earhart Foundation, recalled receiving the grant request for Sowell. The foundation held Stigler and Friedman in such high regard that the Sowell recommendation was basically rubber-stamped. “When he got nominated the letter was very short. I don’t know whether Stigler signed it or Friedman or both of them,” said Ware. “They nominated him for the fellowship, and they said he’s a socialist, but he’s too smart to remain one too long. That was the way they put it to the trustees.” Given that some nine winners of the Nobel Prize in Economics have been Earhart fellows, the foundation obviously had a nose for talent. “Friedman and Stigler say give him a fellowship, we give him a fellowship,” said Ware. “That’s the way we did the program, totally on [that] basis. I think Tom should have a Nobel Prize. I’m not sure he’ll ever get one.”35


Sowell would come to view Stigler and Friedman as model intellectuals, not because of any particular conclusions they reached on this or that issue but because of how they went about analyzing problems, presenting their findings, and, when necessary, bucking received wisdom. Stigler, who stood out for both his rigorous thinking and his clear writing, urged his students to test and verify even widely accepted beliefs under the assumption that the conventional wisdom was often wrong. He wrote in his memoir that “the popular acceptance of an idea was little support for its validity.”36 It was an attitude that earned him respect and ebullient praise from colleagues and students alike. “Stigler never deals with a subject which he does not illuminate,” wrote Chicago economist Ronald Coase, who would later win a Nobel Prize of his own. “Even those who have reservations about his conclusions will find that a study of his argument has enlarged their understanding of the problem being discussed.”37 Another economist, Jacob Mincer, said, of Stigler’s writings, “Almost any sample of his prose shows a tasteful and elegant literary style and an ability, rare among practitioners of the ‘dismal science,’ to combine wit with wisdom.”38


Sowell was impressed with how Stigler nudged students to reach their own conclusions while teaching them how to get there. He “jumped on no bandwagon, beat no drum for causes, created no personal cult,” wrote Sowell. “He did the work of a scholar and a teacher—both superbly—and found that sufficient. If you wanted to learn, and above all wanted to learn how to think—how to avoid vague words, fuzzy thoughts or maudlin sentiments that cloud over reality—then Stigler was your man.”39 In a condolence letter to one of Stigler’s children following Stigler’s death in 1991, Sowell said that his former mentor “had a profound influence on my life and career,” noting, “He gave me great amounts of his time, by mail as well as when I was in residence.”40 In an essay on his experience as a student of Stigler’s, Sowell added, “What Stigler really taught, whether the course was industrial organization or the history of economic thought, was intellectual integrity, analytical rigor, respect for evidence—and skepticism toward the fashions and enthusiasms that come and go.”41 These are the standards that a future Professor Sowell would aspire to while teaching economics at various schools in the 1960s and 1970s as well as in his scholarship in the decades that followed.


In Friedman, Sowell observed many of the same admirable qualities, including the expectation that students would meet high academic demands or suffer the consequences. Friedman’s graduate price theory course was mandatory and notoriously difficult. In 1959, the year Sowell arrived at Chicago, Friedman passed just eight of the seventeen students who took his written examination. According to Friedman biographer Lanny Ebenstein, the course was used to “screen out graduate students who did not measure up to departmental standards.” Chicago’s economics department at the time, said Ebenstein, “followed a relatively liberal policy with respect to admission, with the thought that many students would drop out in the first year or so.”42 Sowell did well, it turned out, and Friedman congratulated him for receiving a B in a class where no one had received an A.43 The experience was grueling, but in hindsight Sowell appreciated how Friedman had challenged him and his fellow classmates. He described his former professor as not only a “great economist” with a “polished classroom performance” but also a “wonderful human being, especially outside the classroom.” Friedman “forced you to confront your own sloppy thinking,” said Sowell. “There is nothing more important as a teacher.”44


Other star pupils shared Sowell’s view of Friedman. Robert Lucas, who studied under Friedman in the early 1960s and went on to receive a Nobel Prize in Economics in 1995, also fondly recalled him as a tough teacher intent on sharpening the critical thinking skills of his students. “The quality of discussions in Friedman’s classes was unique in my experience,” said Lucas. These discussions often were structured as debates between the professor and the students, and what Lucas said he feared most during class was “the exposure of my confusion next to Friedman’s quickness and clarity. He would engage a particular student in a dialogue, and once engaged no escape… was possible. Exit lines like ‘Well, I’ll have to think about it’ were no use. ‘Let’s think about it now,’ Friedman would say.”45


As a college professor, Sowell would adopt a somewhat similar approach toward his own students. He taught mainly through discussion rather than by lecture or from a textbook. He wasn’t interested in merely testing the recitation skills of students or their ability to memorize facts. “My teaching was directed toward getting the student to think,” he explained. “The reading assignments often contained conflicting analysis of a given economic problem. Some students responded to this, but others found it very disconcerting.”46 Sowell’s fellow faculty members sometimes found it disconcerting as well, and he had repeated run-ins with colleagues at Howard, Cornell, the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA), and elsewhere over his tough grading and refusal to compromise. Gerald O’Driscoll, a monetary policy expert at the Cato Institute who studied under Sowell at UCLA in the early 1970s, recalled him as a stern but fair suffer-no-fools type. After O’Driscoll submitted his final paper for a graduate seminar on the history of economic thought, Sowell called him into his office and said, “Well, yours was by far the best paper in the class, but that’s not a very high standard.”47


Even students on campus who had not taken Sowell’s classes still knew about him through word of mouth. John Cogan, an economist at Stanford and a colleague of Sowell’s at the Hoover Institution, was never one of his students but matriculated at UCLA when Sowell was on the faculty. “Tom had quite a reputation,” Cogan remembered. “A few of my fellow graduate students were [teaching assistants] for him and told me how Tom was very, very demanding.” Cogan said he and others found Sowell’s attitude all the more remarkable given the general atmosphere on college campuses at the time. “It was UCLA. It was Vietnam. It was lax standards,” he said. “We had big demonstrations on campus, classes were being canceled. Students were getting credits for doing antiwar demonstrations and the like. My recollection of Tom was very high standards. No nonsense in the classroom. You’re here to learn and I’m here to teach you.”48


In addition to Stigler and Friedman’s impressive classroom demeanor, Sowell also noticed how they conducted themselves as public intellectuals. Stigler, for all his demonstrated brilliance in his own field of study, didn’t assume that this made him an authority on matters outside of his expertise. He had a certain humility about his limitations as an “expert.” He knew what he did not know, in other words, and this self-awareness struck a chord with his former student. Sowell sometimes quoted Stigler’s remark about celebrated scholars who “issue stern ultimata to the public on almost a monthly basis, and sometimes on no other basis.”49 It does not follow that an authority in one area should automatically be taken seriously in other areas. And intellectuals who pretend otherwise, argued Stigler, risk doing a great disservice to society. “A full collection of public statements signed by laureates whose work gave them not even professional acquaintance with the problem addressed by the statement would be a very large and somewhat depressing collection,” Stigler once said in reference to some of his fellow Nobel Prize winners.50


Sowell shared this skepticism of blindly deferring to the intelligentsia on policy matters. He would go on to write extensively about the nature and role of intellectuals and the damaging ways they can influence public policy while “paying no price for being wrong.” In Sowell’s view, the results have been at least as depressing as Stigler anticipated. Specific examples include the philosopher Bertrand Russell’s calls for British disarmament in the 1930s; the biologist Paul Ehrlich’s scaremongering about “overpopulation” in the 1960s; and social reformer Jacob Riis’s advocacy of slum-clearance programs displacing low-income blacks, which led to the construction of public housing projects that later became such social catastrophes that they had to be demolished using explosives.


More broadly troublesome, argued Sowell, has been the way in which some intellectuals have addressed issues such as social inequality, where they depict more prosperous groups as the cause of other groups being less prosperous. “Intellectuals have romanticized cultures that have left people mired in poverty, ignorance, violence, disease and chaos, while trashing cultures that have led the world in prosperity, education, medical advances and law and order,” he wrote in Intellectuals and Society. “Intellectuals give people who have the handicap of poverty the further handicap of a sense of victimhood. They have encouraged the poor to believe their poverty is caused by the rich—a message which may be a passing annoyance to the rich but a lasting handicap to the poor, who may see less need to make fundamental changes to their own lives that could lift themselves up, instead of focusing their efforts on dragging others down.”51 But whether Sowell was writing about intellectual history, income disparities, or some other subject, he utilized a framework of analysis that defined the Chicago school under Milton Friedman and George Stigler.
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