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With this issue we launch a new series of essays by
distinguished conservatives, who will seek to restate the conservative position in a form appropriate to the Eighties. We begin with one of
Europe's most remarkable conservatives, who suggests that political wisdom strikes a balance between
the human desires for consistency and variety, and
that the curse of ideology has been its attempt to
make uniform what should instead be harmonized.
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We are proud to present, as a regular feature, the
commentary of one of the best writers in the business, under the heading "A Word Edgewise." Mr.
John P. Roche's observations will appear in every
issue, with special emphasis on international events
and foreign policy. Our initial offering is culled
from his columns over the past six months , beginning with May Day in Poland .

Aaron Wildavsky examines two brilliant new books
on ethnicity and economics by Thomas Sowell, and
Joseph Sobran discusses the man• who has taken an
"empirical ball and crane" to liberal conventional
wisdom. . . . Terry Teachout wishes Raymond
Sokolov were a discriminating admirer, rather than
just a fan, of his subject, A. J . Liebling.... Jeffrey
Meyers suffers through Phili p Roth's latest. . . .
Ruth Berenson welcomes a new study of German
Romantic painting . . .. John Simon crowns Prince
of the City. . . . Richard Brookhiser reports on
a great art museum in Taiwan . .. . D. Keith Mano
returns to the scene of an earlier column.

The national symbol is a beaver. Maybe it ought
to be a mole.
Donald Coxe
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The Breakthrough in Algebra
The author's previous article (in our May 29 issue)
got a response that ranged from warm to heated.
Here he details the success of his teaching method,
as compared with the standard way, and tells us
how to see that our children get the benefit of it.
John Saxon
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An Angry Ex-Resident Looks-AngrilyAt the Current Scene
Five years of Democracy have brought chaos to
Spain: crime, political violence. · pornography, inflation, and a sudden decline in traditional Spanish
notions of honor. Even the national character has
changed.
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~ Thomas Sowell ~
HOMAS SOWEll was once described, with inordinate delicacy, as ~an economist who happens to
be black.ft That is a little like calling
Marlene Dietrich an entertainer who
happens to be female. Though he declines to claim accredited victim status.
he is matter-Qf-fact about his race and
its bearing on his intellectual life.
Somewhere along the line he mentioned having slept, in his youth, on a
fire escape in Harlem, a datum often
repeated to establish his humble origins.
But the reason he brought it up was
simply to prove that once upon a time,
before en Iightened social policies hit
Harlem like a long-running hurricane.
it was safe to sleep on fire escapes.
Now a handsome, young-looking S I,
Sowell was born in North Carolina and
was at the top of his class in a segregated school there. His family moved to
Harlem, whereupon he moved directly
to the bottom of the class. Notwithstanding this, he refuses to regard his
early schooling as one of simple deprivation. "We never wondered why there
weren't any white kids there," he says.
"We never thought we'd be learning
more if there had been white kids there.
In fact, we never thought about white
kids."
He points out that segregated schools
varied in achievement as much as other
schools, sometimes surpassing all-white
schools. The Warren Court's assertion,
in Brol'.'n v. Board of Education. that
segregated schools produced inferior
black education is, he insists, non-empirical- and unfairly denigrating to important black achievements under adverse circumstances. Besides which. it
expresses and justifies a destructively
paternalistic attitude, according to which
a black child can't learn anything except
in close proximity to a white one. With
forced busing, he reflects ironically, the
white man's burden has become "the
white child's burden- to go forth and
civilize the heathen."
Sowell quit high school, joined the
Marines, somehow went to Harvard and
eventually to the University of Chicago,
where he was converted from Marxism
to free-market economics. "I don't have

T

faith in the market," he says. ~1 have
e1•idence about the market." Following

Friedrich von Hayek, he insists on the
empirical approach, emphasizing the
general superiority of the individual's
first-hand knowledge, for purposes of
decision-making, to the abstract, secondhand knowledge of academicians and
policy-rna kers . It is here that his personal experience comes into play, setting him against the black establishment,
which he sees as an adjunct of white
liberalism, out of touch with the facts
of black life - and especially the ordinary black man's capacity to make his
own way.
Nothing enrages the black establishment like Sowell's sociological account
of how it got established. In his view,
it represents a thin layer of privileged
blacks who have risen socially by echoing liberal ideology, with its view of
blacks in general as helpless victims
who depend on political favors for
whatever gains they can make. He has
gone so far as to argue that their lighter skins reflect a kind of class history
of social climbing. Even some of his
well-wishers find this a needlessly abrasive observation. But it is tn keeping
with his blunt realism.
· What seems undeniable 1s Sowell's
contention that the current black "leadership" is constituted more by a kind
of diplomatic recognition from the lib-

era! media than by any mandate from
blacks in general, who don't share the
liberal orthodoxy on busing, affirmative
action, and criminality. The media do,
after all, give similar boosts to congenial "spokesmen" from other minorities
- Catholics, Mormons, feminists. The
more they subscribe to the liberal orthodoxy, the more they are exalted as
independent-minded "dissenters" from
the status quo and as voices of an
emergent majority.
lime and again, Sowell has taken his
empirical ball-and-crane to liberal mythology. He doesn't regard the market as
"magic," nor does he denigrate the contribution of the civil-rights movement
in removing legal barriers to black
achievement. He simply rejects racism
as a comprehensive explanation of the
low economic status of blacks, and consequently denies that continued government action is the route to improvement. He likens using racism to explain
poverty to using oxygen to explain
burning buildings: racism, like oxygen,
is too general. It's everywhere. Being
ubiquitous, it fails. to account for the
achievements of Jews and Orientals, who
have prospered in spite of it. And black
teenage unemployment was only onefifth as high in 1950 as it is today. Has
legislation on balance helped or hurt
blacks? Such questions, he says, must
be formulated as "testable hypotheses,"
meaning measures can have only beneficial effects.
SowELL liKES to described his position
as "anti-foregone conclusion." He is
trying, above all, to break bad intellectual habits, and the real message of his
books lies less in their conclusions than
in their approach. "I'm amazed," he says,
"at how many people regard facts as
impediments at best, and red herrings
at worst."
A splendid sampling of his thought
is Pink and Brown People, a soon-tobe published collection of his short
newspaper pieces. Here he writes in a
colloquial vein, making his favorite
points with wicked humor, playing the
witty maverick against a world of pom- J oSEPH SoBRAN
pous "spokesmen."
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Race, Culture, and Reason

Ethnic America: A History
By Thomas Sowell
&sic, 353 pp., $16.95

AARON WI LDAVSKY

Markets and Minorities
By Thomas Sowell
Basil Blackwell/ International
Center for Policy Studies,
141 pp., $13.50; paperback, $6

Thomas Sowell's vocation is economics conceived of as rational thought, or just reason. His avocation is teaching the rest of us how to think about social life by reflecting upon the experience of ethnic and racial groups in the United States.
My favorite of these books is Markets and Minorities: its charm and wit gently
dissipate confusions, and its insights are ones that had heretofore eluded us. Yet
it should be re.ad in company with Ethnic America, the one offering the method
and the other the empirical data against which rival theories may be scrutinized.
The contribution of Ethnic America is that it emphasizes qualitative comparisons
between different groups, so that whatever is lost by forcing them into theoretical
formulas is gained back by knowing
less income than those headed by inhow much there is yet to understand .
Sowell is particularly strong in dis- dividuals 45 to 54 years old. When one
tinguishing the general factors operat- ta'kes into account that the median age
ing in American society as a whole (age of Mexicans and Puerto Ricans is 18,
distribution, size of families, geograph- of American Indians twenty, and of
ic location, acculturation) from the blacks 22. whereas that of Jews is 46,
specific circumstances (market incen- the age phenomenon is significant.
Since the passage of time brings diftives, if you wish) affecting different
ethnic and racial groups. The most vital ferent experiences to ethnic groups, the
question he asks is, How can we ac- disparity in income between the middlecount for the different economic positions of these groups at various times?
Rather than taking discrimination as
his starting point. which would put
uniqueness before generality, he begins
by looking at factors that affect every
group's distribution of income. An essential proposition is that "differences
in income between age groups are even
greater than racial differences in income." Families headed by individuals
under 25 years of age receive 93 per cent

Jeffrey Meyer.; iJ a professor of English
at the Unil ·er.rit.r of Co/arado at Boulder. He is the author of biographies of
Katherine Man.~/ield and Wrndham
Lewis. . . . Terry Teachout is a free·
lance literary aitic residing in Missouri.
. . . Aaron Wildavsky is a memher of
the Sun·er Rt•search Center at the Uni·
\'enity of Cal!fornia at Berkeley.

€,_______,

aged members of a particular racial
group and the population at large may
be considerable, but it may be far less
great between their youthful populations. Older Puerto Ricans, for example. earn 35 per cent less than people of
their age in other groups; younger
Puerto Ricans earn 3 per cent more.
And because income differences vary
regio nally, the geographic concentration
of ethnic groups has a lot to say about
how much their members will make.
What about discrimination? It exists,
of course, but how important it is depends on how one frames the question
and what sorts of evidence one brings
to bear upon it . Where it costs nothing
to discriminate, Sowell predicts, there
will be a great deal of discrimination;
when discrimination is expensive, there
will be considerably less. When labor
is scarce and the markets for it are competitive, wages go up regardless of the
prejudices of employers. When · wages
are subsidized. so that there are more
applicants than positions, employers discriminate more.
It is understandable that labor unions
should oppose payment by piece-rate
and work done in the employee's home,
since these make it more difficult for the
union bosses to organize the work force.
But in the case of minorities of color or
of foreign languages and custom . whose
habits and capacity may be difficult for
others to judge. piece-work allows employers to offer jobs without taking excessive risks. "It is tempting to say that
each individual should be judged as an
~
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individual," Sowell writes. "But however that might seem in the abstract,
no one actually does that in real life,
because costs of knowledge make it
prohibitive."
Moral judgments. Sowell believes, are
appropriate to the marketplace. But if
they are substituted for an understanding of cause-and-effect relationships in
employment, the result is likely to be a
double loss for minorities: the first
caused by discrimination itself and the
second by misguided efforts that only
worsen the conditions they are trying to
improve. In Sowell's view, "the poor
usually ended up preferring corrupt
politicians, who understood them. to
distant theorists. who did not."
An effective test of any given theory
of ethnic and racial economic development is to ask whether it explains the
differences and similarities among and
w.ithin these groups. If discrimination
is the most powerful explanatory variable, then there should be nearly uniform outcomes within the same minority group. Yet, for a long time, German
Jews in America did better economically than Jews from Eastern Europe:
blacks from the West Indies continue
to have higher education and income
than blacks from Africa; Chinese who
immigrated fro m Hong Kong do worse
than those who came earlier from another part of China; and so forth.
While some believe that only a strategy of political confrontation can bring
progress for racial groups. Sowell shows
that such a strategy has not yet proven
successful for blacks. while groups like
the Chinese and Japanese, who eschewed
politics. have done quite well economically. Of course. as Sowell insists with
exemplary fairness. how one judges
progress depends on where one fixes
the starting point. Those who have
most recently arrived in this country.
or have most recently been uprooted
and subjected to drastic changes in social and living conditions-such as the
changes entailed in the shift from rural
to urban life- have had the most difficult time. Perhaps it is a tribute to the
power of what used to be called the
promise of American life that racial and
ethnic groups who are barely into their
second generation of urban life are expected not only to have surpassed their
prior position economically. which they
have surely done. but to have caught up
with everyone else.
1214
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By the time he has finished. Sowell
has considerably diminished the explanatory power of racial and ethnic background in accounting for economic differences among Americans. Yet who
can say that Sowell is not right to look
for the underlying "values and skills"
that apparently enable some groups to
cope better than others with economic
conditions in the United States?
The weakness of E1hnic America is
that it fails to follow its own advice and
uses the concept of culture as a catchall residual category. If "culture" is to
be understood as something other than
a name for things we don't understand,
it must be treated like any other analytic construct. If by culture we mean
shared values and the institutional practices these justify, then we must divide
culture into categories. We must classify people and practices so that we can
say something about the culture to
which they belong and about the consequences for their behavior. We must
show that different groups have strong
or weak boundaries, are hierarchical or
egalitarian, forbid or promote transact io ns with others. and so forth.

IT

IS OFTEN said that one attribute that
distinguishes economically strong from
economically weak cultures is that individuals in the strong ones are willing
to deprive themselves materially in the
earlier stages of their economic development so that they and their successors
may do better in the future. A culture
in which units of people and time are
thought of in linear succession, for instance, may promote the ability of its
members to perceive benefits in terms
of future time. Might not a culture
stressing hierarchical relations be better
able to appreciate the support of one
generation by another in unbroken succession than a culture for which a more
voluntary form of organization discourages one generation from exerting
influence over the next? A fatalistic culture with weak boundaries, in which
members live according to rules imposed by others. would also. by denigrating self-help, have a stultifying effect.
In sum, however, readers of these
splendid books will be amply rewarded.
They will learn much they did not know
about ethnic and racial groups. but.
equally important, they will have been
helped to think more clearly hy a n exemplary teacher.
0
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Wayward Reporter: The Life of
A . J. Liebling
By Raymond Sokolov
Harper & Row, 354 pp., $16.95

GOOD LEGWORK,
BAD WRITING
TERRY TEACHOUT
On the whole, · the best thing about
Wayward Reporler, Raymond Sokolov's
biography of A. J. Liebling, is the pu blicity it has brought to bear on Liebling
himself. Prior to the appearance of So- .
kolov's book, Liebling had slipped almost completely into obscurity, his writings out of pri nt, remembered principally
(if at all) as one of the assorted literary
grotesques portrayed in Brendan Gill's
Here at 1he New Yorker. Now Liebling
is back in the bookstores again, represented by both Wayward RepoTier and
two newly issued volumes of his own:
Playboy's omnibus collection, IJebling
Abroad, and Pantheon's hefty anthology, The Press. In the book business,
at any rate, post hoc, ergo propter hoc
is no fallacy.
Considered strictly on its own merits,
however, Wayward Reporter is a grating mixture of good legwork and bad
writing which, though by no means unreadable, would certainly have benefited
from a great deal of rigorous editing.
In writing his book. Sokolov seems to
have worked into an otherwise straightforward (if cliche-ridden) reportorial
style an excessively rich pastiche of
Liebling's own Broadway rococo, with
results that often cloy. His introduction,
for example, contains the following ca psule summary of Liebling's literary strategy: ~sy slumming in journalism, he
could commit art on the q. t., sneak up
on the reader, who only expected truth,
but found he was getting beauty into
the barga in." Should you like this kind
of prose. Wayward Reporter will be
your kind of book.
Moreover. Sokolov- writing from the
viewpoint of an unabashed fan-is evidently incapable of putting Liebling's
work into any sort of reasoned perspective; his idea of criticism consists of
assuring us that, good as Normandy
Rel'isiled is, it really can't be said to
have the scope of Remembrance of

