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Good Old Wine, New Bottle
Book Review
by Lawrence E. Harrison

T Ihomas Sowell has for
more than fifteen years
been among America's

most politically incorrect — and
influential — economists, impor-
tantly because of his belief that
culture is a major factor in ex-
plaining why some national, eth-
nic, or racial groups do better
than others, also because he is a
black conservative. In Migrations
and Cultures — A World View,
recently published by Basic
Books, Sowell stresses that some
cultures are more progress-
prone than others and that
multiculturalism and affirmative
action work against progress and
unity in the United States.

Readers of Ethnic America
(1981), The Economics and Politics
of Race (1983), and Race and Cul-
ture (1985), are going to encoun-
ter a lot of familiar material in
Migrations and Cultures. Sowell
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focuses on the performance of
six immigrant groups — Ger
mans, Japanese, Italians, Chi-
nese, Jews, and East Indians — in
destination countries all over the
world. (All but the East Indians
were the subject of chapters in
Ethnic America.) His conclusion is
that the success and prosperity of
these groups in very different
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settings — for example, the Ger-
mans in Russia, Brazil, the
United States, and Australia — is
chiefly the consequence of cul-
tural factors such as work ethic,
frugality, emphasis on education,
discipline, and sense of commu-
nity, factors that also importantly
explain why, using the same ex-
ample, Germany itself is so pros-
perous.

That parallel also works well
for Japan and at least the north
of Italy, less well for China (al-
though its post-Mao economic
performance is surely consistent
with the astonishing achieve-
ments of the overseas Chinese),
and not well at all for India. But
Sowell documents the impor-
tance of tracing whence within
India came the immigrants to
East Africa, Malaysia, the United |
States, Trinidad, etc., concluding

that those who were successful in
India, like the Gujaratis, are
those who have been most suc-
cessful abroad.

The chapter on the Italians
examines the striking differences
between the achievements of the
northern and southern Italians
both at home and overseas and is
particularly relevant for the
United States today because the
southern Italians have followed a
path similar to that of the Latin
Americans, and particularly Mex-
icans, who constitute the major-
ity of legal and illegal immigrants
into the United States in recent
decades. The southern Italians
and the Mexicans have not at-
tached priority to education —
school dropout rates for both
have been high — and they have
tended to remain in the blue
collar class, in sharp contrast
widi the Germans, Chinese, Japa-
nese, Jews, and East Indians, all I
of whom have valued education
highly and have moved rapidly
into the professions and busi-
ness. Sowell points out that at
the peak, Italians accounted for
1.5 percent of the American pop-
ulation. Today, Latin Americans
account for almost 10 percent,
Mexicans for almost 5 percent.

The chapter on Italy also
underscores a gap in Sowell's
scholarship that may result in the
incorrect impression that what I
he is saying is being said for the j
first time. Migrations and Cultures
contains 2,371 footnotes. But
Sowell ignores some of the most
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important books that address the
matters of principal concern to
him. Religion is a key source of
values in his argument, but Max
Weber's name does not appear
in the text. Nor does Edward
Banfield and his The Moral Basis
of a Backward Society, a seminal
cultural interpretation of south-
ern Italy's backwardness (it is
mentioned in a footnote). Nor
does Robert Putnam's recent
Making Democracy Work, a com-
prehensive examination of the
differences between Italy's north
and south with a strong message
about the importance of culture.

After tracing the histories of
the six ethnic groups, Sowell
presents a set of conclusions
several of which imply new or
changed policies for the United
States. His overarching conclu-
sion is that "each group has its
own cultural pattern — and ...
these patterns do not disappear
upon crossing a border or an
ocean. Nor are these patterns
always coextensive with national
or racial groups. Among
migrants from India, for exam-
ple, Tamils have not had the
same experience, either at home
or abroad, as Gujaratis. Southern
Italians have differed from
northern Italians ... the skills,
habits, and values which consti-
tute the cultural endowment of a
people usually play a powerful [
role in shaping the kinds of out- !
comes experienced by that peo-
ple." \

He argues, as I have, that
cultural relativism is wholly in-
consistent with the reality that
some cultures produce more
well-being and justice than oth-
ers. He describes the idea that all
cultures are essentially equal as

"at best, a polite evasion of other-
wise embarrassing differences in
performance and, at worst, a
distraction from the task of ac-
quiring the requisite human
capital behind other people's
good fortune, instead of resent-
ing that good fortune and attrib-
uting it to 'exploitation' of those
who had precious litde to ex-
ploit" Moreover, "Skills have
never been evenly or randomly
distributed, whether between
ethnic groups, nations, or civiliza-
tions," which is relevant to

"Sowell thus rejects

the categories of

'haves'and 'have

nots' in favor of

'doers' and 'do-nots'
—and some cultures

encourage 'doing'
more than others/"

Sowell's strong opposition to
affirmative action. "Therefore j
academic standards, employment
standards, and other criteria can
no longer be dismissed as arbi-
trary impositions of barriers with
'disparate impact' by races, class,
gender, or other social group- |
ings." |

Sowell goes on to argue, as I |
did in Who Prospers t that the dis- |
parities in well-being between
blacks and whites in contemp- |
orary America are more the con- |
sequence of cultural problems |
than of discrimination. His trac- I

j

ing of the intensely discrimina- |
tory treatment of Chinese and |
Japanese immigrants in the

United States serves as a back-
drop for their high levels of
achievement in the absence of
political favors or preferential
treatment, in contrast with the
emphasis by many contemporary
black leaders on such pref-
erences. He reinforces his argu-
ment with some telling data:
"Black American married cou-
ples with college degrees [are] at
the same income level as white
American married couples with
college degrees. Even a quarter
of a century earlier, black males
raised in homes with books and
library cards were at the same
income levels as white males
raised in homes with similar ad-
vantages and similar education."

Sowell thus rejects the cate-
gories of "haves" and "have-nots"
in favor of "doers" and "do-nots;"
and some cultures encourage
"doing" more than others. When
immigrants from a passive cul-
ture move to a country of dy-
namic culture, "they gain a
higher standard of living and a
wider cultural exposure which
they come to value and em-
brace." The multiculturalism that
encourages the perpetuation of
the values of passive cultures is
thus contrary to the interests of
both the immigrants and the
new host society. Particularly
inappropriate and costly are af-
firmative action programs for
immigrants "set up ostensibly to
remedy historic wrongs that oc-
curred before contemporary
immigrants arrived."

A disappointing aspect of
Migrations and Cultures is Sowell's
failure to address the broad issue
of immigration. He does not
discuss the impact of high immi-
gration. He does not discuss the
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impact of high immigration lev-
els, and particularly of unedu-
cated, unskilled immigrants, on
the prospects of poor citizens, on
our population growth rate, on
the environment. His treatment
of the six ethnic groups may
leave the impression that all
immigrant groups can make it in
the United States — and be a net
asset for the nation — if we facil-
itate their acculturation to Amer-
ica rather than perpetuate their
original cultures through
multiculturalist policies and affir-
mative action. But the main cur-

rent of the book drives home the
idea that some cultures are more
progress-prone than others and
that some immigrant groups do
better than others.

The need for disaggregation
by ethnicity or national origin of
the immigration flow is an im-
portant contribution to the im-
migration debate. Disaggrega-
tion will help to explain Francis
Fukuyama's pro-immigration
stance (Japanese immigrants
have done extremely well in
America) in contrast to the anx-
ious stance of Richard Estrada

(Mexican immigrants have not
done very well). And Sowell cor-
rectly defines the dilemma with
which his analysis leaves us: "...
domestic ideological agendas
may make it impossible to be
selective in admitting immigrants
from different nations, leaving as
alternatives only loss of control
of the border or restrictive poli-
cies toward immigrants in gen-
eral." Probably the best that can
be realistically sought is a new
policy that stresses the skills,
education, and financial
resources of immigrants. D

America's 'Republics'
Book Review
by David Payne

Michael Lind begins by
distinguishing between
'nation-states,' which

are political entities, and 'na-
tions,' which are cultural entities.
Thus, although the nation-state
of Poland did not exist for some
time in the 18th century, the
Polish nation continued to exist,
and now exists once again as a
nation-state as well. Yugoslavia,
on the other hand, was a nation-
state, but was never a nation.
Instead, it was composed of
many different nations. There
was never a "Yugoslavian
people."

There is an American na-
tion, according to Lind, which
did not begin with the nation-
state called the United States,
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but some time before tiiat. "A
real nation is a concrete histori-
cal community, defined primarily
by a common language, common
folkways, and a common vernac-
ular culture" (p.5). Lind argues
that the American nation should
not be defined in terms of race
and religion, but rather in terms

The Next
American Nation
— The New
Nationalism and
the Fourth American
Revolution
By Michael Lind
New York: The Free Press, 1995
436 pages, $25.00

of language and culture. This
view he calls "liberal
nationalism," and acceptance of
it leads to a different view of the
American past, for it disavows
the democratic uniqueness or
essential superiority of the Ameri-

can nation along with the use of
such ideas for engendering patri-
otic fervor. "One should cherish
one's nation, as one should cher-
ish one's family, not because it is
the best in the world, but
because, with all its flaws, it is
one's own" (p. 10).

There have been three re-
publics so far in American his-
tory, and Lind argues that we
need a (bloodless) revolution to
usher in a fourth. These repub-
lics are described as follows:

I. The First Republic:
Anglo-America

The First Republic is com-
posed of the Anglo-American
race and the Protestant religion
due to the original majority com-
position of the founding fathers.
Federal Republicanism was the
political creed — an almost non-
existent federal government,
with political parties based on
loose coalitions of "courthouse
gangs" such as Tammany Hall,
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