 Study Questions for Thomas Sowell -- 

A Conflict of Visions: Ideological Origins of Political Struggles


Chapter 1

1) This is the opening quote by Bertrand Russell on the page immediately preceding the Content Page.  “For man, wherever he goes, is encompassed by a cloud of comforting convictions, which move with him like flies on a summer day.”  How much have you engaged in critical self-reflection on what you know to be true?  
2) Explain Sowell's (actually Schumpeter's) definition of a "vision."  

3) Sowell state that “Visions are all, to some extent, simplistic…”  On what basis is he making this claim? 

4) Read the quote below and then interpret in your own words what Sowell means when he states that facts do not speak for themselves.  

Boulding, Kenneth. Economic Analysis. 1941.

The Task of Interpretation 

We have now indicated the broad field of fact within which economic analysis functions. We have yet to define the specific task of economic analysis itself. The purpose of any analytical treatment of material is to provide a body of principles according to which facts can be selected and interpreted. The complaint is frequently heard that people want "facts", not "theories". The complaint may be justified in protest against theories which have no basis in fact, but usually it arises from a misunderstanding of the true relationships of facts and theories. Theories without facts may be barren, but facts without theories are meaningless. It is only "theory"- i.e., a body of principles - which enables us to approach the bewildering complexity and chaos of fact, select the facts significant for our purposes, and interpret the significance.

Indeed, it is hardly too much to claim that without a theory to interpret it there is no such thing as a "fact" at all. It is a "fact", for instance, that Oliver Cromwell had a wart on his nose. But what constitutes this supposed "fact"? To the chemist it is a certain conglomeration of atoms and molecules. To the physicist it is a dizzy mass of unpredictably excitable electrons. To the biologist it is a certain impropriety in the behavior of cells. To the psychologist it may be the key to the interpretation of Cromwell's character, and a fact of overwhelming importance. The historian may consider it an insignificant detail or an important causative factor, according to whether he follows economic or psychological interpretations of history. To the economist the wart may be of negligible importance unless Cromwell were prepared to pay a good round sum for its removal. What, then, is the "fact" about the wart? It may be any or all of the above, depending on the particular scheme of interpretation into which it is placed.

Chapter 2

5) Explain this statement made by Sowell. “One of the hallmarks of the constrained vision it that it deals in trade-offs rather than solutions.”  

6) Prudence, as a basic virtue, is valued very differently in the constrained vision and the unconstrained vision.  Define prudence and then explain why it is valued so differently in the two visions.

7) Explain how the constrained and unconstrained visions rely upon intentional benefit, intentional harm, unintentional benefit and unintentional harm in terms of social morality and social causation. 

8) There is a line in The Federalist Papers (Federalist #51 by Madison) that reads:  “If men were angels, no government would be necessary.”  Is that a constrained or an unconstrained view? Explain your reasoning.  

9) Using Sowell’s frameworks briefly characterize the French and American revolutions. 

10) What role do the intentions of the individual play in constrained and the unconstrained visions?  What role do results play?

Chapter 3

11) How is wisdom gained and embodied in the constrained vision? 

12) How is wisdom gained and embodied in the unconstrained vision?
13) How is knowledge built and where does it reside in the constrained vision?  

14) How is knowledge built and where does it reside in the unconstrained vision? 

15) What are the implications for law and social policy for the differing visions of knowledge and rationality?  

16) How are intellectuals viewed in the two differing visions?   

Chapter 4

17) Compare and contrast the constrained vision with the unconstrained vision as it relates to rationality.  Where does rationality emanate from in each of the two systems?  

18) How do the views of the constrained vision and the unconstrained vision differ regarding intertemporal commitments such as gratitude, loyalty, constitutions, and marriage treated in?  Why are they valued so differently?

19) "Freedom means _____________."  Define Freedom in the constrained and the unconstrained visions.

Chapter 5

20) What are the criteria by which Sowell draws "decisive distinctions" between the constrained and unconstrained visions?  

21) Sowell points to Marxism as a hybrid of the two visions.  Explain his reasoning.

22) Sowell points to Utilitarianism as a hybrid of the two visions.  Explain his reasoning.

Chapter 6

23) Define equality in each of the visions.  

24) How do the concepts of "equality of opportunity" and "equality before the law" differ in the two visions? 

25) What are the "causal factors" leading to an unequal distribution of wealth in each vision?

26) What remedies exist and what are the tradeoffs inherent to these "remedies" in each vision?   

27) How do the two visions differ in regard to their beliefs about the distribution of knowledge and how does their respective views on knowledge impact their perspectives on the distribution of knowledge?

Chapter 7

28) The building of armies leads to vastly different results in the two visions.  Explain briefly.  

29) The causes of crime and the way to deal with crime are also different in the two visions.  Explain briefly.

30) For power to be felt, someone has to exercise it.  Who holds power, how is it exercised and for whose benefit in each vision?

31) Compare the two visions with regard to individualism.

32) In law, the "locus of discretion" is the fundamental decision.  What are the differing views concerning the proper "locus" in the two visions?

Chapter 8

33) Justice, in and of itself, plays the primary role in the unconstrained vision.  Justice is extremely important in the constrained vision but it plays a secondary role.  Interpret and explain this statement.

34)  Recently, courts have been forced by the political sphere to invoke specific and relatively detailed punishments for defined crimes.  (For example, a "three strikes -- your out" bill requires judges to apply long, immutable sentences upon criminals who have exhibited a marked pattern of criminal activity over time.)  Interpret the role of these types of sentencing guidelines in the constrained vision.  What do you think judges in the unconstrained vision think of these guidelines?

35) Compare and contrast the purposes of punishment in the treatment of criminals in the constrained and unconstrained visions.

36) Rights are a major issue in both visions, but the right to property and the right to free speech are treated very differently by each vision.  Explain how these rights are treated and why this is so.  

37) Interpret the Second Amendment of the Bill of Rights in the constrained vision and in the unconstrained vision. The Second Amendment is "A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed."

38) Why is "social justice" simply a non-issue for many in the constrained vision?

39) What is "greatest danger of the concept of social justice" according to Hayek? OR Why does Hayek refer to "social justice" as a "Trojan horse"?

Chapter 9

40)  How do theories, visions and paradigms differ in science and social science?
41) Why do you think Thomas Malthus’s theory of overpopulation survives today when the evidence is clear that he was wrong?

42) How do special interests use visions to get what they want?

43) P. 229.  “Both visions tried to make the locus of discretion coincide with the locus of knowledge, but they conceive of knowledge in such radically different terms as to lead to opposite conclusions as to where discretion should be vested.” Comment.
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