MANHATTAN INSTITUTE FOR POLICY RESEARCH - 1983 in Review.

Race and Ethnicity:
An International Perspective
At a Manhattan Institute Forum two
years ago, economist Thomas Sowell said:
.. I do not have faith in the market. I have
evidence about the market."
This remark sums up Sowell's approach
to many troubling questions of our time.
He is known for his willingness to challenge estab lished views. and he insists relentlessly that economic theorizing be
grounded in facts. While Sowell has received special recognition for his contributions to the economic understanding of
racial issues.· he is also respected a~ong
his colleagues for a wide range of scholarly work. He is the author of ten books,
including Markets and Minorities, Knowledge and Decisions, and Ethnic America.
His Ci1•i/ Rights: Rhetoric or Reality? will
be out shortly, and a book on Marxian
Economics is on the way.
At a n October Manhattan Forum,
Sowell talked about his most recent book,
The Economics and Politics of Race: An
Imemational Perspective. He was introduced by Irving Kristol, well-known social critic and author of Two Cheers for
Capitalism, among other works. What follows is an edited transcript of Sowell 's talk
and his vigorous discussion with members
of the audience.
Irving Kristoi-It's a pleasure and an honor for me to introduce Tom Sowell , one of
the most distinguished students of ethnic
economics in the United States. He is
sometimes called con troversial. l could
never understand why, since his work
meets all the standards of rigorous scholarship, and the inferences he draws from that
scholarsh ip seem perfectly reasonable,
thou gh I suppose they are not inferences to
everyone's pleasure. He is here today to
talk about his new book, The Economics
and Politics of Ra ce: An International
Perspective.
Thomas Sowell-"What is the advantage
of an international perspective on race and
ethnicity?" you may ask. I guess the crucial point l had in mind in taking this
approach was to determine what is society-to use the great phrase-responsible
for, as compared to what kind of cultural
patterns are inherent in racial and ethnic
groups themselves.
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Thomas Sowell
Among the things that provoked me into
this were the reviews of Ethnic America
which kept saying that I was attributing to
various groups things that were really just
a product of American society. So, what if
I look at these various groups in a number
of soc ieties around the world? Do I find
that they're different from one society to
the nex t, or do I find that they're the same,
or pretty much the same. wherever the
group lives? For instance, I was concerned
about the Chinese in Southeast Asia, Latin
America, and the Un ited States. To what
extent are they similar? To what extent are
they different? Do you find the Germans in
Brazil, Australia, Russia, differing greatly
according to where they li ve, or do you
find the same patterns occurring again and
again?
One of the other themes I got into was
the question of the magnitude and persistence of intergroup differences. There
seems to be a general view in the social
sciences that groups would be even ly or
randomly represented in various activities
and institutions, were it not for the decisions made by the people who run those
institutions. I wanted to see if I could find
groups that were. in fact, randomly distributed anywhere , either in terms of occupations, education, or any other way.
I also wanted to find out about degrees
of hostility. One of the other criticisms
made about Ethnic America was that l
really didn't take into account that the

degree of hostility towards blacks in the
United States has been greater than towards other groups, and therefore my analysis, whatever merit it might have for other
groups, would not really apply to blacks.
So I wanted to find out to what extent there
are similar levels of hostility in other parts
of the world, and whether those things are
tied to any of the unique experiences of
blacks in the United States.
Finally. I wanted to find out to what
extent acculturation is a factor in a group's
rise. That is, to what extent does a group
have to shed its own cultural pattern in
order to rise in a given society, or in societies in general?
The other advantage of the international
perspective is that there are so many factors involved in every group's economic
history in any country. You have few ways
of separating o ut which of those factors are
responsible. There used to be an old-time
remedy for spring fever: sulfur and molasses. It worked. lt was only many years
later that they di scovered why it worked. It
was that the molasses taken to wash down
the sulfur had the active ingredient. The
sulfur did nothing. Sometimes. no matter
how large the differences are between two
things. there's really no way of telling
them apart. So I wanted to look at groups
where various factors existed in different
combinations, in different places, to see if
there were some way I might tell these
things apart.
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The main finding, to me at least, was
that there were large, persistent, and consequential differences among groups. An
even distribution is the rarest thing in the
world. The Chinese, for example, are
about five percent of the population in
Southeast Asia. They own over half the
rice mills in Malaysia, Indonesia, and
Burma. They run over half the retail establishments in most of the countries in that
region.
If you look at migration patterns, there's
nothing even about them. There were
some studies of Japanese immigration to
various parts of the world back in the thirties and forries. The Japanese from around
Hiroshima went to the mainland of the
United States. Those from around
Nagasaki went to China. Those from
Okinawa went to Hawaii. If you break it
down even finer, you find that people from
one village in Italy often settle on the same
street in New York or Buenos Aires. There
is nothing random about it. There's a town
in Sicily, whose name I can't pronounce,
and in Sydney, Australia, there's a colony
of over a thousand Italians from that little
town in Sicily. But from all the adjoining
towns in Sicily. there is no one in Sydney.
!looked up baseball records. Blacks in
the major leagues hit home runs with approximately double the frequency of Latins in the major leagues. If you look at the
highest dozen totals of home runs in a
lifetime in the major leagues. 44 percent of
those people are blacks, although blacks
have been in the major leagues since only
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1947. Why that's so, I have no idea. I will
even confess that for many of the patterns I
see, I have no idea. What I do see is that
there is not an even or random djstribution
of people or activities anywhere.
I cannot find this wonderful, even pattern that we're supposed to take as a basis
for all our calculations. For example, we
find the Chinese in retailing, money-lending. and technical fields of study. In
the U.S. the Chinese are greatly overrepresented in college among students of
mathematics, science, technology, and engineering. An article in one of the scholarly journals a couple of years ago
attributed this to the discrimination the
Chinese encounter in other fields . The
U.S . Commission on Civil Rights made it
official last year with the very same finding. Of course, the Chinese specialize in
the very same fields in Malaysia and Singapore, and since Singapore is over 70 percent Chinese, presumably there they don't
encounter the same discrimination.
If you look at the history of the Irish,
many people have argued that the Irish
immigrants turned to drink because of the
pressures of American society. Well, they
anticipated those pressures by some centuries in Ireland.
·It is true even in areas of very great
success: different groups win Nobel prizes
in different fields. If you look at Ph.D.'s,
you find that different groups, even when
they have the money and the time to go
through for a doctorate. take those doctorates in entirely different fields. The

Hispanics in the U.S., for example, outnumber Asian Ph.D.'s two to one in history,
but the Asians outnumber the Hispanics
ten to one in chemistry. If you look at
blacks and American Indians, you find
that one-half or more of all Ph.D.'s by
blacks and Americaa Indians are in the
field of education.
This plays havoc with much of the discussion, in terms of whether people with
comparable education have comparable
incomes. The answer is no, if you call
comparable education the same level ·in
A.B., M.A., or Ph.D. If you call it specializing in engineering or specializing in
education, then you get a totally different
picture. Some years ago I did a study of a
faculty. The black faculty made less than
the white faculty. But if you took those
faculty members who had received
Ph.D.'s in given fields from given levels of
institutions, then the blacks made slightly
more than the whites. r
Of course, one of the beauties of data is
that you can take them at any level of
aggregation you want. Therefore. if you
wish to win a court case or a battle for the
hearts and minds of the voters, you can
break down data to the level of aggregation
that suits your purpose and go on from
there.
It's fascinating for me to learn about the
Germans and farming. The Germans were
more successful than the local farmers in
colonial America, in Russia, in Chile, in
Honduras, in Canada, and I'm sure I've
left out some other place. The argument
that you cannot believe in stereotypes, or
that in practice you can dismiss testimony
as due to stereotypes whenever it doesn't
show all groups doing the same, doesn't
stand up very well to the evidence. The
Germans were joiners and organizers of
groups of one sort or another: marching
bands, bowling leagues, gun clubs, choral
societies, you name it. The Italians who
became successful did so in an entirely
different mixture of industries and
occupations.
A frequent argument is that blacks in the
United States are treated worse than other
groups, and therefore the same kinds of
analyses do not apply. I would go further
and argue that blacks in the United States
historically have been treated worse than
blacks in the rest of the Western hemisphere. And yet, blacks in the United
States have a higher standard of living than
blacks in the rest of the Western hemisphere, not only absolutejy but relative to
whites. The argument is simply not taken
to its logical conclusion.
Manhattan Institute

There are unique aspects of black history. There are unique aspects of every
group's history. The question is. do those
unique aspects correlate with what we see
economically? For example, the blackwhite income difference is constantly
mentioned. There have been equal income
differences between the Sephardic and
Askenazic Jews in Israel. larger difference s between the Chinese and Malays
in Malaysia, and between the Chinese and
blacks in Jamaica, which is run by blacks.
In the United States, the income differences between the Japanese and Puerto
Ricans are greater than those between
blacks and whites.
You can al so look at IQ's . The difference in IQ's between Hispanics and
Asians in California, going to the same
schools. sitting side-by-side, are as great
as those between blacks and whites going
to schools at the opposite ends of town in
Mississippi . Here in New York, the differences in IQ among the Jews, Italians.
and Puerto Ricans-again, in the same
schools, sitting side-by-side, living in the
same neighborhoods-are as great as they
have been in segregated schools in the
South.
I've also said something about conquered peoples . That's a large subject in
itself. I was struck by certain things that
seem to happen to conquered peoples,
both when they're conquered and afterward. Churchill summed up some of the
long-run implications of imperialism
when he said "We owe London to Rome .. ,
It was the conquest of ancient Britain by
the Romans that created a civilization
there and made London possible. Of
course, irs very easy for Churchill to say
that a thousand years after it all happened.
The people who were there at the time,
particularly those who were slaughtered
and looted, were not at all enthusiastic
about the presence of the Romans.
One of the other things that struck me
about Rome and Britain was that when the
Romans withdrew, after an occupation of
more than three centuries, things began to
go downhill in Britain. The political system began to crumble and collapse. So did
the buildings and statues. Coinage disappeared. The forest began to reclaim the
land in some places. It's very much like
what we saw in Africa when the Europeans
withdrew after the end of World War II,
even though the Europeans had only been
in Africa for about two generations. and
the Romans had been in Britain for over
three centuries. I could go on, but I think
l'll take questions instead.
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J. Richard Zecher (Chase Manhattan
Bank)-A lot of the analysis you've done
suggests that many of our civil rights
efforts are misdirected. Can you tell us
what you think would be some good guidance for policy?
Sowell-I thought I had escaped that by
saying at the end of the book that I have
deliberately not made any policy rec-

ommendations. What I see myself doing is
not trying to recommend policy, since I am
not now, nor have I ever been, a policymaker, the media to the contrary notwithstanding. But I think the policy-makers
ought to know what they're talking about,
which is very seldom the case. What I
would like is to see opinions questioned. to
see people ask for evidence. I suspect that
out of that you ' d get a better set of policy
recommendations than I could come up
with just off the top of my head.
Sheryl Hilliard (Black Enterprise Magazine)- When Blacks came to America
they were not allowed to establish their
own businesses or practice their own
trades to develop an economic base. What
kind of influence has that had in terms of
black economic development?
Sowell-Obviously if you haven't had experience in business, that's a handicap in

setting up businesses. But that's also true
of groups who were never in slavery and
who were always free to set up businesses,
who simply happened not to go that way.
I don't start with the picture that all the
world would be just like the average American if it weren't for institutional decisions. I start from a different perspective:
that what happens to a very tiny fraction of

the human species for a very small period
of history is what is unusual.. So I don't try
to explain why everybody hasn't done
what people are doing in Western Europe
or the United States. What I try to explain
is what peculiar set of circumstances may
have caused Western Europe, and by extension the United States, to have taken a
particular direction. So the real question to
me is how you explain wealth. How do you
explain entrepreneurship and so on. not
how do you explain the absence of it, as if
that's some peculiar thing that requires
explanation.
Roy Innis (C.O.R.E.)-As a fellow iconoclast, let me say that the fact that you
exist is a good thing. It's good to hear a
different point of view from a black
scholar, and it's good that you're being
heard and that you have an audience
through being published. But I would like
to hear you elaborate on something. l
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didn't get a sense from your book that you
feel a scholar has a responsibility for the
conclusions that ot hers draw from his
work. You stated that a scholar selects data
and aggregates. What is your obi igation to
at least warn about certain conclusions
that will obviously be drawn?
Sowell-Where I found that conclusions
would obviously be drawn. I have obviously said something about them. I don't
believe that I can forestall every conceivable misinterpretation, because I think

Sowell-Entrepreneurial success is only
one kind of success. In fact. small business
success has never struck me as the royal
road to riches . particularl y nowadays,
even though there are a lot of people who
are enamored of it from various administrations of both parties. Some yeaf.'i ago
Walter Williams looked up the average
income of the average American entrepreneur and compared it to the average income of the average profess ional . He
concluded it would be very foolish to re-

Thomas Sowell and noted author Leo Rosten
l've already seen almosteyery conceivable
misinterpretation of almost everything
that I' ve written. I am, however, aware
that the Bible was used to justify slavery,
and r m not sure just what could have been
done about that. So l don't know what
would cause me to ex pect that I would be
exempt from this very same process.
My thought is that most of the people
who read what I write don't seem to have
this great difficulty understanding what
I'm saying. In fact, I'm constantly running
into people who tell me, " I finally read
something of yours the other day, and it
was completely surprising after what I'd
been led to believe by the media." So I
don't think the problem is in what I'm
saying or writi ng. The problem is in what
people are detern1ined to believe, regardJess of what r may say.
Ilene Barth (Newsday)- You 've said
that what entreprene urially successful
groups such as the Europeans or Chinese
basically have in common is more experience doing entrepreneurial work. Is there
any other factor that may make someone
successful. aside from experience. and if
there is no other, what can people do who
don't have this experience, and yet want to
be a success?

direct blacks out of the professions and
toward entrepreneurship to earn half the
income.
I don 't regard any one particular way of
doing things as the one and only way that
any group can prosper. I think there have
been too many programs set up with the
notion that someone has discovered the
one and only answer. It's just amazing how
many times in history the one and only
answer has been found by so many different people, and it's always been different.
Reverend William L. Watkins (Abyssinian Baptist Church)-A lot of black
entrepreneurs are resentful that they can't
get the type of fi nancing that the Vietnamese, the Koreans, and other groups are
able to get. Is there any type of of solution
to this problem?
Sowell-I'm not a person who believes
that there are any solutions to any problems . I believe there are trade-offs. Let's
get back to the question. I guess implicit in
what you're saying is that it's the biased
assessment of various groups among those
who control the money that's responsible
for this situation. Agai n. that's been
claimed all over the world by all kinds of
groups down through history.
Evidence has seldom been collected to

support any of these claims, but where I
have been able to find evidence, it points
the other way. The decisions of people who
control money are typically money-making decisions. If they think that someone is
going to make money, he's going to be
backed. If they think he's not going to
make money, he 's not going to be backed.
When the Italians moved into San Francisco in the late 19th and early 20th
century. very many people were not particularly anxious to lend to Italians. But.
Italians in various parts of the world have
established an incredible record for saving
and for repaying loans. Because the local
banks were either not aware of it, or for
whatever reason , various Italians began to
throw their money together and opened up
what they called "The Bank of Italy" to
attract specifically that immigrant group's
business. Over the years, the " Bank of
Italy" became so prosperous that it later
became the largest bank irt the world under
its new name. "The Bank of America.··
Derek Dingle (Black Enterprise Magazine)-lf slavery, discrimination, and racism are not the reasons for the lack of
black economic development in this country, what are the real reasons?
Sowell-There has been no lack of black
economic development in this country. If
you follow the occupational history of
blacks over the past fifty years. let's say, or
over almost any span of time since the
Civil War, it's been incredible. But it has
not been a result of political activity.
I see many discussions, for example. in
which people say the number of blacks in
certain high-level positions has increased
x percent since the Civil Rights Act of
1964. I have seen no one who says what
happened earlier. In the decade preceding
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the number of
blacks in high level positions more than
doubled. Since then, there has been no
acceleration whatsoever in that trend . The
trend has been upward ; it continues
upward.
John Greenwald (Time)- To what , if
anything. do you attribute prominent traits
of various ethnic groups, such as the high
degree of interest in mathematics among
the Chinese, or high degree of alcoholism
among the Irish?
Soweii- I guess the simplest and most
truthful answer, and therefore the most disappointing answer, is that I don't know.
But I think it's important that the question
be asked. The reason we haven't answered
the question is not because it's intractable,
but because we have n't asked the
question.
Manhattan
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