
  

: to discuss 

A journal for restless minds 

March 19, 2021 
Volume 05—Number 07 

An Embarrassment of Intellect 
None so blind as those who will not see 



2 

An Embarrassment of Intellect 
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T 
he core “vital conflicts” of American public 

bioethics—and I would argue, any political 

and social ideology which prescribes self-

invention—according to O. Carter Snead, “is 

grounded in a gravely incomplete and thus false vision of 

human identity and flourishing. It is a vision that defines 

the human being fundamentally as an atomized and soli-

tary will.” He continues, noting, quite correctly I must 

add, that such a false vision equates 

“human flourishing solely with the 

capacity to formulate and pursue 

future plans of one’s own inven-

tion. By contrast, the law in this 

domain views the natural world 

and even the human body itself as 

merely inchoate matter to be har-

nessed and remade in service of 

such projects of the will.”
1
 

But human beings do not live as 

mere atomized wills and there is 

more to life than self-invention and 

the unencumbered pursuit of a 

destiny of our own devising. The 

truth is that persons are embodied 

beings, with all the natural limits 

and great gifts this entails. We ex-

perience our world, ourselves, and 

one another as living (and dying) 

bodies. Because we are bodies, vul-

nerability, mutual dependence, and 

natural limits are inextricable fea-

tures of our lived human reality. 

And, … our embodiment situates 

us in a particular relationship to 

one another, from which emerge obligations to come to 

the aid of vulnerable others, including especially the 

disabled, the elderly, and children. But because the law 

governing several of the core vital conflicts of American 

public bioethics rests on a vision of human identity and 

flourishing that does not consider embodiment as es-

sential to its account of the person, it fails to recognize 

these obligations, and leaves the weakest and most vul-

nerable members of the human community invisible 

and unprotected. 2 

Justice Anthony Kennedy, in his opinion to the 1992 

U.S. Supreme Court case Planned Parenthood v. Casey re-

affirming Roe v. Wade, exemplified this false vision of hu-

man identity when he wrote, “At the heart of liberty is the 

right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, 

of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.” In oth-

er words, Justice Kennedy and every other like-minded 

disembodied, “atomized and solitary will” are either gods 

or fools; odds are the latter, but then foolish gods, none-

theless. There are, no doubt, a host of fools who will them-

selves godhood, far more than necessary to convince the 

weakest minds that they also can “be like God” (Gen 3:5). 

The problem comes from man’s 

hubris.3 While it is true that the di-

vine image is present in every man4 

that does not make every man di-

vine. “Endowed with ‘a spiritual 

and immortal’ soul, the human per-

son is ‘the only creature on earth 

that God has willed for its own 

sake.”5 “The human person partici-

pates in the light and power of the 

divine Spirit. By his reason, he is 

capable of understanding the order 

of things established by the Crea-

tor. By free will, he is capable of 

directing himself toward his true 

good. He finds his perfection ‘in 

seeking and loving what is true and 

good.’”6 “By virtue of his soul and 

his spiritual powers of intellect and 

will, man is endowed with free-

dom, an ‘outstanding manifestation 

of the divine image.’”7 

The dignity of the human person is 

rooted in his creation in the image 

and likeness of God; it is fulfilled in his vocation to di-

vine beatitude. It is essential to a human being freely to 

direct himself to this fulfillment. By his deliberate ac-

tions, the human person does, or does not, conform to 

the good promised by God and attested by moral con-

science.8 

Emerson once observed, “A foolish consistency is the 

hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and 

philosophers and divines.” Elsewhere and later, Walter  
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Lippmann wrote, “At the core of every moral code there is 

a picture of human nature, a map of the universe, and a 

version of history. To human nature (of the sort con-

ceived), in a universe (of the kind imagined), after a histo-

ry (so understood), the rules of the code apply.”9 

We are in and of an age in which insanity rules with 

mad abandon whether in politics or religion, academy, or 

enterprise. There is no solid ground for those who would 

subscribe to objective reality, no truth in the absolute, no 

unalienable rights endowed by our Creator God. There is 

only the disembodied will to define one’s own rights, 

one’s own truth, one’s own reality, one’s own moral code. 

The weak-minded (there are far too many) are more than 

willing to accept the madness of the crowds as gospel for 

the weak-minded wanting to be free of thinking. Milton 

Friedman once said as much to an audience at Stanford 

University. “It is very tempting for individuals to say, ‘I 

want to be free of that.’ You know, freedom imposes costs 

as well as benefits. If you have to make up your own 

mind, that is a terrible thing. Most people would much 

prefer to have their mind made up for them, but if we are 

going to maintain a free society, we each of us have to un-

dertake the task of making up our own mind.” 

We are going through a great crowd derangement. In 

public and in private, both online and off, people are 

behaving in ways that are increasingly irrational, fever-

ish, herd-like and simply unpleasant. The daily news 

cycle is filled with the consequences. Yet while we see 

the symptoms everywhere we do not see the causes. 

One by one the narratives we had were refuted, became 

unpopular to defend or impossible to sustain. The ex-

planations for our existence that used to be provided by 

religion went first, falling away from the nineteenth 

century onwards. Then over the last century the secular 

hopes held out by all political ideologies began to fol-

low in religion’s wake.10 

There are few in whom I admire more than Thomas 

Sowell—second only perhaps to G.K. Chesterton, of 

whom I hold the utmost respect and admiration. Indeed, 

and admittedly, as readers have at times openly suggest-

ed, I have on occasion overindulged in Chestertonian re-

marks; but then, I must protest, never have I misused or 

abused the privilege. So, before I mention further the ad-

mirable sage, Thomas Sowell, I must beg your indulgence 

with a brief Chestertonian essay written six score years 

ago. 

In certain endless uplands, uplands like great flats gone 

dizzy, slopes that seem to contradict the idea that there 

is even such a thing as a level, and make us all realise 

that we live on a planet with a sloping roof, you will 

come from time to time upon whole valleys filled with 

loose rocks and boulders, so big as to be like mountains 

broken loose. The whole might be an experimental crea-

tion shattered and cast away. It is often difficult to be-

lieve that such cosmic refuse can have come together 

except by human means. The mildest and most cockney 

imagination conceives the place to be the scene of some 

war of giants. To me it is always associated with one 

idea, recurrent and at last instinctive. The scene was the 

scene of the stoning of some prehistoric prophet, a 

prophet as much more gigantic than after-prophets as 

the boulders are more gigantic than pebbles. He spoke 

some words—words that seemed shameful and tremen-

dous—and the world, in terror, buried him under a 

wilderness of stones. The place is a monument of an 

ancient fear. If we followed the same mood of fancy, it 

would be more difficult to imagine what awful hint or 

wild picture of the universe called forth that primal 

persecution, what secret of sensational thought lies bur-

ied under the brutal stones. For in our time the blasphe-

mies are threadbare. Pessimism is now patently, as it 

always was essentially, more commonplace than piety. 

Profanity is now more than an affectation—it is a con-

vention. The curse against God is Exercise I in the pri-

mer of minor poetry. It was not, assuredly, for such 

babyish solemnities that our imaginary prophet was 

stoned in the morning of the world. If we weigh the 

matter in the faultless scales of imagination, if we see 

what is the real trend of humanity, we shall feel it most 

probable that he was stoned for saying that the grass 

was green and that the birds sang in the spring; for the 

mission of all the prophets from the beginning has not 

been so much the pointing out of heavens or hells as 

primarily the pointing out of the earth. 

Religion has had to provide that longest and strangest 

telescope—the telescope through which we could see 

the star upon which we dwelt. For the mind and eyes of 

the average man this world is as lost as Eden and as 

sunken as Atlantis. There runs a strange law through 

the length of human history—that men are continually 

tending to undervalue their environment, to underval-

ue their happiness, to undervalue themselves. The great 

sin of mankind, the sin typified by the fall of Adam, is 

the tendency, not towards pride, but towards this weird 

and horrible humility. 

This is the great fall, the fall by which the fish forgets 

the sea, the ox forgets the meadow, the clerk forgets the 

city, every man forgets his environment and, in the full-

est and most literal sense, forgets himself. This is the 

real fall of Adam, and it is a spiritual fall. It is a strange 
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thing that many truly spiritual men, such as General 

Gordon, have actually spent some hours in speculating 

upon the precise location of the Garden of Eden. Most 

probably we are in Eden still. It is only our eyes that 

have changed. 

The pessimist is commonly spoken of as the man in 

revolt. He is not. Firstly, because it requires some cheer-

fulness to continue in revolt, and secondly, because 

pessimism appeals to the weaker side of everybody, 

and the pessimist, therefore, drives as roaring a trade as 

the publican.11 The person who is really in revolt is the 

optimist, who generally lives and dies in a desperate 

and suicidal effort to persuade all the other people how 

good they are. It has been proved a hundred times over 

that if you really wish to enrage people and make them 

angry, even unto death, the right way to do it is to tell 

them they are all the sons of God. Jesus Christ was cru-

cified, it may be remembered, not because of anything 

he said about God, but on a charge of saying that a man 

could in three days pull down and rebuild the Temple. 

Every one of the great revolutionists, from Isaiah to 

Shelley, have been optimists. They have been indignant, 

not about the badness of existence, but about the slow-

ness of men in realising its goodness. The prophet who 

is stoned is not a brawler or a marplot.12 He is simply a 

rejected lover. He suffers from an unrequited attach-

ment to things in general. 

It becomes increasingly apparent, therefore, that the 

world is in a permanent danger of being misjudged. 

That this is no fanciful or mystical idea may be tested 

by simple examples. The two absolutely basic words 

“good” and “bad,” descriptive of two primal and inex-

plicable sensations, are not, and never have been, used 

properly. Things that are bad are not called good by 

any people who experience them; but things that are 

good are called bad by the universal verdict of humani-

ty. 

Let me explain a little: Certain things are bad so far as 

they go, such as pain, and no one, not even a lunatic 

calls a toothache good in itself; but a knife which cuts 

clumsily and with difficulty is call a bad knife, which it 

certainly is not. It is only not so good as other knives to 

which men have grown accustomed. A knife is never 

bad except on such rare occasions as that in which it is 

neatly and scientifically planted in the middle of one’s 

back. The coarsest and bluntest knife which ever broke 

a pencil into pieces instead of sharpening it is a good 

thing in so far as it is a knife. It would have appeared a 

miracle in the Stone Age. What we call a bad knife is a 

good knife not good enough for us; what we call a bad 

hat is a good hat not good enough for us; what we call 

bad cookery is good cookery not good enough for us; 

what we call a bad civilization is a good civilization not 

good enough for us. We choose to call the great mass of 

the history of mankind bad, not because it is bad, but 

because we are better. This is palpably an unfair princi-

ple. Ivory may not be so white as snow, but the whole 

Arctic continent does not make ivory black. 

Now it has appeared to me unfair that humanity should 

be engaged perpetually in calling all those things bad 

which have been good enough to make other things 

better, in everlastingly kicking down the ladder by 

which it has climbed. It has appeared to me that pro-

gress should be something else besides a continual par-

ricide13; therefore, I have investigated the dustheaps of 

humanity, and found a treasure in all of them. I have 

found that humanity is not incidentally engaged, but 

eternally and systematically engaged, in throwing gold 

into the gutter and diamonds into the sea. I have found 

that every man is disposed to call the green leaf of the 

tree a little less green than it is, and the snow of Christ-

mas a little less white than it is; therefore, I have imag-

ined that the main business of a man, however humble, 

is defence. I have conceived that a defendant is chiefly 

required when worldlings despise the world—that a 

counsel for the defence would not have been out of 

place in that terrible day when the sun was darkened 

over Calvary and Man was rejected of men.14 

Nowhere have I found a better and more apt descrip-

tion of the present insanity that threatens to overwhelm 

us. At least, that is, until I recently indulged my esurient 

mind with a magnificent tome written by Thomas Sowell 

entitled Intellectuals and Society. Sowell, now ninety years 

young, was born in Gastonia, North Carolina, adopted by 

a great-aunt upon the deaths of his parents, grew up in 

Harlem, New York where he attended Stuyvesant High 

School, a prestigious high school in New York City; he 

was the first in his family to study beyond the sixth grade. 

He did not graduate, forced to drop out at age 17 because 

of financial difficulties. He was drafted into the military in 

1951 and served in the U.S. Marine Corps during the Ko-

rean War as a photographer. After his discharge from the 

military, he worked a civil service job in Washington, D.C. 

and attended night classes at Howard University, a histor-

ically black college. He enrolled at Harvard University, 

graduating magna cum laude with a B.A. degree in eco-

nomics in 1958, received a master’s degree from Columbia 

University in 1959, and a doctorate in economics from the 

University of Chicago in 1968, studying under such au-

gust minds as George Stigler, Friedrich Hayek, and Milton 

Friedman. He has taught economics at Howard Universi-

ty, Rutgers, Cornell, Brandeis University, Amherst  
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College, and the University of California, Los Angeles. 

Since 1980 he has worked at the Hoover Institution at 

Stanford University, where he presently serves as the Rose 

and Milton Friedman Senior Fellow on Public Policy. He 

has written more than thirty books, all from a libertarian 

conservative perspective. While often described as a black 

conservative, he prefers not to be labeled. "I prefer not to 

have labels, but I suspect that 'libertarian' would suit me 

better than many others, although I disagree with the lib-

ertarian movement on a number of things." Sowell pri-

marily writes on economic subjects, generally advocating 

a free market approach to capitalism. Sowell opposes the 

Federal Reserve, arguing that it has been unsuccessful in 

preventing economic depressions and limiting inflation. 

Sowell described his serious study of Karl Marx in his au-

tobiography; he opposes Marxism, providing a critique in 

his book Marxism: Philosophy and Economics (1985). 

Sowell has also written a trilogy of books on ideolo-

gies and political positions, including A Conflict of Visions, 

in which he speaks on the origins of political strife; The 

Vision of the Anointed, in which he compares the conserva-

tive/libertarian and liberal/progressive worldviews; and 

The Quest for Cosmic Justice, in which, as in many of his 

other writings, he outlines his thesis of the felt need—

more a obsessive-compulsive disorder, in my humble 

opinion—by intellectuals, politicians, and leaders to fix 

and perfect the world in utopian, and ultimately he posits, 

disastrous fashions. Separate from the trilogy, but also in 

discussion of the subject, he wrote Intellectuals and Society, 

building on his earlier work, in which he discusses what 

he argues to be the blind hubris and follies of intellectuals 

in a variety of areas. It is from this work which I will draw 

upon for much of the remainder of this essay. 

His book Knowledge and Decisions, a winner of the 1980 

Law and Economics Center Prize, was heralded as a 

"landmark work," selected for this prize "because of its 

cogent contribution to our understanding of the differ-

ences between the market process and the process of gov-

ernment." In announcing the award, the center acclaimed 

Sowell, whose "contribution to our understanding of the 

process of regulation alone would make the book im-

portant, but in reemphasizing the diversity and efficiency 

that the market makes possible, his work goes deeper and 

becomes even more significant." Friedrich Hayek wrote: 

"In a wholly original manner Sowell succeeds in translat-

ing abstract and theoretical argument into highly concrete 

and realistic discussion of the central problems of contem-

porary economic policy." 

In several of his works, Sowell challenges the notion 

that black progress is due to progressive government pro-

grams or policies, including in The Economics and Politics of 

Race (1983), Ethnic America (1981), Affirmative Action 

Around the World (2004), and other books. He claims that 

many problems identified with blacks in modern society 

are not unique, neither in terms of American ethnic 

groups, nor in terms of a rural proletariat struggling with 

disruption as it became urbanized, as discussed in his 

Black Rednecks and White Liberals (2005). On systemic rac-

ism, Sowell is unequivocal, arguing it is an untested, ques-

tionable hypothesis, a piece of propaganda pushed on the 

American people. Sowell has said that “it really has no 

meaning that can be specified and tested in the way that 

one tests hypotheses" and "it’s one of many words that I 

don’t think even the people who use it have any clear idea 

what they’re saying". He has argued that it is a propagan-

da tactic akin to those used by Joseph Goebbels because it 

comes with an attitude that it must be "repeated long 

enough and loud enough" till it is believed and people 

"cave in" to it. He has been and continues to be an out-

spoken critic of affirmative action and race-based quotas. 

He takes strong issue with the notion of government as a 

helper or savior of minorities, arguing that the historical 

record shows quite the opposite. In Affirmative Action 

Around the World, Sowell posits that affirmative action co-

vers most of the American population, particularly wom-

en, and has long since ceased to favor blacks: 

One of the few policies that can be said to harm virtual-

ly every group in a different way … Obviously, whites 

and Asians lose out when you have preferential admis-

sion for black students or Hispanic students—but 

blacks and Hispanics lose out because what typically 

happens is the students who have all the credentials to 

succeed in college are admitted to colleges where the 

standards are so much higher that they fail. 

In Intellectuals and Race (2013), Sowell argues that in-

telligence quotient (IQ) gaps are hardly startling or unusu-

al between, or within, ethnic groups. He notes that the 

roughly 15-point gap in contemporary black–white IQ  
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scores is similar to that between the national average and 

the scores of certain ethnic white groups in years past, in 

periods when the nation was absorbing new immigrants. 

In March 2019, Sowell commented on the public's re-

sponse to mainstream media's allegations that Trump was 

a racist: "What's tragic is that there's so many people out 

there who simply respond to words rather than ask them-

selves 'Is what this person says true? How can I check it?' 

And so on." A month later, Sowell again defended Trump 

against media charges of racism, stating: "I've seen no 

hard evidence. And, unfortunately, we’re living in a time 

where no one expects hard evidence. You just repeat some 

familiar words and people will react pretty much the way 

Pavlov’s dog was conditioned to react to certain sounds." 

In the preface to Intellectuals and Society, Sowell writes 

that “Although this book is about intellectuals, it is not 

written for intellectuals. … This book is written for those 

readers who are willing to join with me in a search for 

some understanding of a distinct segment of the popula-

tion whose activities can have, and have had, momentous 

implications for nations and civilizations. … Intellectuals 

and Society seeks instead to explain ideological differences 

by differing underlying assumptions about the facts of 

life, the nature of human beings and the nature and distri-

bution of knowledge.” Sowell begins his journey through 

his explication of intellectuals stating what should be intu-

itively obvious, but obviously is not at all intuitive to 

many. 

Intellect is not wisdom. There can be “unwise intellect,” 

as Thomas Carlyle characterized the thinking of Harriet 

Taylor, the friend and later wife of John Stuart Mill. 

Sheer brainpower—intellect, the capacity to grasp and 

manipulate complex concepts and ideas—can be put at 

the service of concepts and ideas that lead to mistaken 

conclusions and unwise actions, in light of all the fac-

tors involved, including factors left out of some of the 

ingenious theories constructed by the intellect. 

Brilliance—even genius—is no guarantee that conse-

quential factors have not been left out or misconceived. 

The capacity to grasp and manipulate complex ideas is 

enough to define intellect but not enough to encompass 

intelligence, which involves combining intellect with 

judgment and care in selecting relevant explanatory 

factors and in establishing empirical tests of any theory 

that emerges.  

Intelligence minus judgment equals intellect. 

Wisdom is the rarest quality of all—the ability to com-

bine intellect, knowledge, experience, and judgment in 

a way to produce a coherent understanding. … Wisdom 

requires self-discipline and an understanding of the 

realities of the world, including the limitations of one’s 

own experience and of reason itself. The opposite of 

high intellect is dullness or slowness, but the opposite 

of wisdom is foolishness, which is far more dangerous. 

George Orwell said that some ideas are so foolish that 

only an intellectual could believe them, for no ordinary 

man could be such a fool. The record of twentieth cen-

tury intellectuals was especially appalling in this re-

gard.15 

Sowell goes on to describe what he means by intellec-

tuals, categorizing “intellectuals” as “people whose occu-

pations deal primarily with ideas—writers, academics, 

and the like.” He suggests that most people do not consid-

er brain surgeons or engineers as intellectuals, despite the 

demanding mental training and challenges required for 

those occupations. “At the core of the notion of an intellec-

tual is the dealer in ideas16, as such—not the personal ap-

plications of ideas, as engineers apply complex scientific 

principles to create physical structures or mechanisms.” 

An intellectual’s work begins and ends with ideas, 

however influential those ideas may be on concrete 

things—in the hands of others. Adam Smith never ran a 

business and Karl Marx never administered a Gulag. 

They were intellectuals. Ideas, as such, are not only the 

key to the intellectual’s function, but are also the criteria 

of intellectual achievements and the source of the often 

dangerous seductions of the occupation.17 

Intellectuals are ultimately unaccountable to the exter-

nal world. “The prevalence and presumed desirability of 

this are confirmed by such things as academic tenure and 

expansive concepts of ‘academic freedom’ and academic 

‘self-governance.’ In the media, expansive notions of free-

dom of speech and of the press play similar roles. In short, 

unaccountability to the external world is not simply a hap-

penstance but a principle. … Not only have intellectuals 

been insulated from material consequences, they have of-

ten enjoyed immunity from even a loss of reputation after 

having been demonstrably wrong.”18 

One of the surprising privileges of intellectuals is that 

they are free to be scandalously asinine without harm-

ing their reputation. The intellectuals who idolized  
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Stalin while he was purging millions and stifling the 

least stirring of freedom have not been discredited. 

They are still holding forth on every topic under the 

sun and are listened to with deference. Sartre returned 

in 1939 from Germany, where he studied philosophy, 

and told the world that there was little to choose be-

tween Hitler’s Germany and France. Yet Sartre went on 

to become an intellectual pope revered by the educated 

in every land.19 

Sowell distinguishes between special knowledge con-

centrated among intellectuals and mundane or intellectu-

ally unimpressive knowledge scattered among the popu-

lation at large. As he notes, “mundane knowledge can 

vastly outweigh the special knowledge of elites, both in its 

amount and in its consequences.” He further notes that it 

is doubtful whether the most knowledgeable person on 

earth has even one percent of the total knowledge on 

earth—even one-millionth of one percent would be math-

ematically improbable. 

There are many serious implications of this which may, 

among other things, help explain why so many leading 

intellectuals have so often backed notions that proved 

to be disastrous. It is not simply with particular policies 

at particular times that intellectuals have often advocat-

ed mistaken and dangerous decisions. Their whole gen-

eral approach to policy-making—their ideology—has 

often reflected a crucial misconception about 

knowledge and its concentration or dispersion.  

Many intellectuals and their followers have been undu-

ly impressed by the fact that highly educated elites like 

themselves have far more knowledge per capita—in the 

sense of special knowledge—than does the population 

at large. From this it is a short step to considering the 

educated elites to be superior guides to what should 

and should not be done in a society. They have often 

overlooked the crucial fact that the population at large 

may have vastly more total knowledge—in the mun-

dane sense—than the elites, even if that knowledge is 

scattered in individually unimpressive fragments 

among vast numbers of people. 

If no one has even one percent of the knowledge cur-

rently available, not counting the vast amounts of 

knowledge yet to be discovered, the imposition from 

the top down of the notions in favor among elites, con-

vinced of their own superior knowledge and virtue, is a 

formula for disaster.20 

Sowell questions why decisions have been transferred 

from those with personal experience and a stake in the 

outcome to the intellectual elite, those with neither, can 

ever be expected to lead to better decisions. He writes, 

“The ignorance, prejudices, and groupthink of an educat-

ed elite are still ignorance, prejudice, and groupthink—

and for those with one percent of the knowledge in a soci-

ety to be guiding or controlling those with the other 99 

percent is as perilous as it is absurd.” He adds, “it is far 

easier to concentrate power than to concentrate 

knowledge. That is why so much social engineering back-

fires and why so many despots have led their countries 

into disasters.” In addition to the educated elite, Sowell 

considers the role of the “expert.” 

Experts have their place and can be extremely valuable 

in those places, this no doubt being one reason for the 

old expression, “Experts should be on tap, not on top.” 

For broader social decision-making, however, experts 

are no substitute for systemic processes which engage 

innumerable factors on which no given individual can 

possibly be expert, and engage the 99 percent of conse-

quential knowledge scattered in fragments among the 

populations at large and coordinated systemically dur-

ing the process of their mutual accommodations to one 

another’s demand and supply.21 

Decision making by third party (intellectuals, bureau-

crats, and experts) fiat allows the superimposition of their 

preferences on others at no cost to themselves, and to be-

come the arbiters of the economic and social welfare of 

others without accountability for the consequences. The 

question to be asked is why? Why have the 99% suc-

cumbed to the ideological nonsense of the less than 1%? 

“One of the fertile sources of confusion in discussions of 

ideological issues is the dichotomy between the political 

left and the political right. Perhaps,” he says, “the most 

fundamental difference between the left and the right is 

that only the former has even a rough definition. What is 

called ‘the right’ are simply the various and separate op-

ponents of the left. These opponents of the left may share 

no particular principle, much less a common agenda, and 

they can range from free-market libertarians to advocates 

of monarchy, theocracy, military dictatorship or innumer-

able other principles, systems and agendas.” 

To people who take words literally, to speak of “the 

left” is to assume implicitly that there is some other 

coherent group which constitutes “the right.” Perhaps it 

would be less confusing if what we call “the left” would 

be designated by some other term, perhaps just as X. ... 
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A rough summary of the vision of the political left to-

day is that of collective decision-making through gov-

ernment, directed toward—or at least rationalized by—

the goal of reducing economic and social inequalities. 

There may be moderate or extreme versions of the left 

vision or agenda but, among those designated as “the 

right,” the difference between free market libertarians 

and military juntas is not simply one of degree in pur-

suing a common vision, because there is no common 

vision among these and other disparate groups op-

posed to the left—which is to say, there is no such de-

finable things as “the right,” though there are various 

segments of that omnibus category, such as free market 

advocates, which can be defined.22 

At this point, I must ask for your indulgence for I ad-

mit to being a impractical practitioner of mathematics—

indeed, I have been known to have discovered the near 

infinite number of wrong answers to 2 + 2 = ? while failing 

miserably to note the one correct answer which has forev-

er eluded me. While I have considered this a weakness 

and a dismal failure on my part, it would seem I was born 

too soon, for according to the Mathematics Association of 

America, 2 + 2 can equal any answer you choose; to dis-

parage any answer as wrong is, wait for it, “racist!” 

It is time for all members of our profession to 

acknowledge that mathematics is created by humans 

and therefore inherently carries human biases. Until 

this occurs, our community and our students cannot 

reach full potential. Reaching this potential in mathe-

matics relies upon the academy and higher education 

engaging in critical, challenging, sometimes uncomfort-

able conversations about the detrimental effects of race 

and racism on our community. The time is now to 

move mathematics and education forward in pursuit of 

justice.23 

So, for anyone who has a gift for numbers and formu-

las and strange symbolisms, I will readily stand corrected 

for what follows, after all what should one expect from a 

septuagenarian white male. The formula I have devised is 

my own and I am reasonably certain that any bright in-

quiring mind will point out the illogic of it square away. 

So be it. I have devised it merely to express and explicate 

what Sowell has so wisely stated. 

 

 

I must admit, it looks exquisitely complex and per-

haps, a bit mysterious, but rather mundane in explanation. 

Simply put, X is the set of those constituting “the left,” 

who do not belong to the sum of all groups (sets) that are 

not X (!X) that is, those who constitute “the right.” In oth-

er words, “the left,” though much smaller than the totality 

of groups that make up “the right,” being a more cohesive 

and exponentially more vocal ideology, easily outshout 

any one of the diverse groups that are lumped together 

under the poor umbrella called “the right.” I would be 

remiss to not point out that the main reason “the left” can 

outshout “the right” is their near complete possession of 

the media megaphone. As Sowell points out, “Perhaps if 

liberals were simply called X and conservatives were 

called Y there would be less confusion.” Personally, I have 

my doubts. 

Conservatism, in its original sense, has no specific ideo-

logical content at all, since everything depends on what 

one is trying to conserve. In the last days of the Soviet 

Union, for example, those who were trying to preserve 

the existing Communist regime were rightly referred to 

as “conservatives,” though what they were trying to 

conserve had nothing in common with what was advo-

cated by Milton Friedman, Friedrich Hayek or William 

F. Buckley in the United States, much less Cardinal Jo-

seph Ratzinger, a leading conservative in the Vatican 

who subsequently became Pope. Specific individuals 

with the “conservative” label have specific ideological 

positions, but there is no commonality of specifics 

among “conservatives” in different venues.24 

Clearly, there is a conflict of visions between “the left” 

and everyone not on “the left.” As Sowell describes it, 

“The conflict between these two visions goes back for cen-

turies.” 

Those with the tragic vision and those with the vision of 

the anointed do not simply happen to differ on a range 

of policy issues. They necessarily differ, because they 

are talking about very different worlds which exist in-

side their minds. Moreover, they are talking about 

different creatures who inhabit that world, even though 

both call these creatures human beings, for the nature of 

those human beings is also fundamentally different as 

seen in the two visions. 

In the tragic vision, there are especially severe limits on 

how much any given individual can know and truly 

understand, which is why this vision puts so much em-

phasis not only on specialization but also on systemic  
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social processes whose economic and social transactions 

draw upon the varied knowledge and experience of 

millions, past and present. In the vision of the anointed, 

however, far more knowledge and intelligence are 

available to some people than to others, and the differ-

ences between them and the masses are far greater than 

in the tragic vision. 

These opposing visions differ not only in what they 

believe exists and in what they think is possible, but 

also in what they think needs explaining. To those with 

the vision of the anointed, it is such evils as poverty, 

crime, war, and injustice which require explanation. To 

those with the tragic vision, however, it is prosperity, 

law, peace, and such justice as we have achieved, which 

require not only explanation but constant efforts, trade-

offs, and sacrifices, just to maintain them at their exist-

ing levels, much less promote their enhancement over 

time.25  

While everything I have written above has largely fo-

cused on the public square, religion is not in the leastwise 

absent its own coven of intellectuals with their own vi-

sions of the anointed. What is common among intellectu-

als in the main, whether secular or religious, is the empti-

ness brought about by intensely gazing inward on the self 

and away from God. “If the things we do are intended to 

build a kingdom of the self, the foundation we build on is 

one of sand. Things we once may have pursued out of a 

genuine interest are no longer recognized as gifts but in-

stead start to tyrannize our lives and identities.”26 What is 

becoming alarmingly obvious is this obsessive self-

promotion and concomitant demotion of God. It is every-

where, but it is most prevalent outside the home and in-

side the classroom and houses of worship, be it church, 

temple, or synagogue. As one prominent educational the-

orist (intellectual) put it, “[the teacher] must make it possi-

ble for his students to create meanings in a cosmos devoid 

of objective meaning, to find reasons for being.”27 Accord-

ing to this “intellectual”, from this perspective, truth, 

meaning, and reality are neither verifiable nor real, and 

certainly are not revealed by God; instead, we construct it 

all for ourselves, and envision—imagine—the results will 

be something that will give our lives meaning. 

If knowledge is constructed by the self in the classroom, 

we shouldn’t be surprised to find individual identity 

being self-constructed outside the classroom as well. 

Everything is merely a creation of the human will; as 

the current slogan goes, “Live your truth.” But if this is 

the constructivist end-game, why play along in the 

game of school? If there is no objective meaning, the 

whole enterprise of education is on shaky ground. If 

truth and meaning are relative to each individual’s con-

struction, why bother with the educational endeavor in 

the first place?28 

Is there any question why the public education cabal 

have no problem with closed schools and empty class-

rooms? Is it any wonder that we have all become relativ-

ists? A 2019 Barna survey shows that 83 percent of sur-

veyed teenagers said moral truth depends on the circum-

stances, while only 6 percent said moral truth is absolute.29 

Silence on matters of truth and morality speak volumes, 

resounding throughout our formulative years and well 

into adulthood. “When relativism reigns in the classroom, 

narcissism tends to follow.” With parents and teachers too 

hesitant to take a stand, the message for young people is 

that they know what is best for themselves. “Instead of 

being directed towards truth, goodness, and beauty, chil-

dren are left to play in the mud of the baser instincts and 

shallow entertainment.” Without moral guidance, chil-

dren are trapped in a narcissistic cycle of the self, digitally 

reflected and intensified by the dopamine hits of social 

media and popular culture. Such neutrality results in in-

doctrinating the young into a secular worldview, a view 

without God, eradicating absolute truth from their lexi-

con. 

Viktor Frankl, while interned in Auschwitz, wrote in 

his life-affirming book, Man’s Search for Meaning, “Life is 

never made unbearable by circumstances, but only by lack 

of meaning and purpose.” He observed that people in the 

most degrading and tormenting conditions, whose life 

could be snuffed out at any moment, could endure any 

horror or suffering and not lose hope if they had some-

thing beyond the self to live for. He believed that commit-

ment to a purpose beyond the self was vital for human 

flourishing. When belief in a transcendent purpose is ab-

sent, people find substitutes in all the wrong places, be it 

entertainment, hedonism, or collectivist politics. “If the 

sine qua non of human flourishing lies outside the self, then 

a commitment to some goal beyond the self literally 

makes the difference between life and death. Man search-

es for meaning because man needs meaning.”30 In our 

search for meaning, we have, instead, encountered the 

virtue of meaninglessness, adopting various forms of  
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compulsive or addictive behaviors which have made ad-

venture, sex, and even ourselves meaningless in the pro-

cess. Life without meaning is life not worth living. Is it any 

wonder that crimes against humanity—murder, human 

trafficking, suicide, torture, cancel culture, tyranny, social-

ism, communism, totalitarianism, Marxism, bigotry, hate, 

war, terrorism—are on the rise and threatening to over-

come us?  

People with opposing visions of the world do not simp-

ly happen to reach different conclusions about the 

young and the old. On these and innumerable other 

issues, the conclusions reached by each are entailed as 

corollaries of their underlying assumptions about 

knowledge and wisdom. The education of the young 

has long been a battleground between adherents of the 

two visions of the nature of human beings and the na-

ture of knowledge and wisdom. William Godwin’s no-

tion that the young “are a sort of raw material put into 

our hands” remains, after two centuries, a powerful 

temptation to classroom indoctrination in schools and 

colleges. In the early twentieth century, Woodrow Wil-

son wrote of his years as an academic administrator 

when he felt “I should like to make the young gentle-

men of the rising generation as unlike their fathers as 

possible.” 

This indoctrination can start as early as elementary 

school, where students are encouraged or required to 

write about controversial issues, sometimes in letters to 

public officials. More fundamentally, the indoctrination 

process habituates them to taking sides on weighty and 

complex issues after hearing just one side of those is-

sues. Moreover, they are habituated to venting their 

emotions instead of analyzing conflicting evidence and 

dissecting conflicting arguments. In short, they are led 

to prepackaged conclusions, instead of being equipped 

with the intellectual tools to reach their own conclu-

sions, including conclusions different from those of 

their teachers.31 

There is much more to be said here but time has 

grown short and the litany of words overlong. Whether 

one may reach this point in this lengthy exercise is of 

some concern so I will leave what yet needs to be said for 

another essay. 

    

1. This view insults and ignores the existence of God and 

his creation of the human person, created in the image 

of God, a being at once corporeal and spiritual. The 

biblical account expresses this reality in symbolic lan-

guage when it affirms that “then the Lord God formed 

man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his 

nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living be-

ing. Man, whole and entire, is therefore willed by God 

(CCC §362). In Sacred Scripture the term “soul” often 

refers to human life or the entire human person. But 

“soul” also refers to the innermost aspect of man, that 

which is of greatest value in him, that by which he is 

most especially in God’s image: “soul” signifies the 

spiritual principle in man (CCC §363). The human body 

shares in the dignity of the “image of God”: it is a hu-

man body precisely because it is animated by a spiritual 

soul, and it is the whole human person that is intended 

to become, in the body of Christ, a temple of the Spirit: 

Man, though made of body and soul, is a unity. 

Through his very bodily condition he sums up in him-

self the elements of the material world. Through him 

they are thus brought to their highest perfection and 

can raise their voice in praise freely given to the Crea-

tor. For this reason man may not despise his bodily life. 

Rather he is obliged to regard his body as good and to 

hold it in honor since God has created it and will raise it 

up on the last day (CCC §364). The unity of soul and 

body is so profound that one has to consider the soul to 

be the “form” of the body: i.e., it is because of its spir-

itual soul that the body made of matter becomes a liv-

ing, human body; Spirit and matter, in man, are not two 

natures united, but rather their union forms a single 

nature (CCC §365).  
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vard University Press, 2020) 2-3.  
3. Hubris (/’hju:bris/, from ancient Greek ὕβρις) describes 
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comes from the Latin adrogare, meaning to feel that one 

has a right to demand certain attitudes and behaviors 

from other people. To "arrogate" means "to claim or 

seize without justification.... to make undue claims to 

having", or "to claim or seize without right... to ascribe 

or attribute without reason". Hubris often indicates a 
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one's own competence, accomplishments or capabili-

ties.  
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Row, 1979), 3. 
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(Random House, 1967), 3. 
28. Joshua Pauling, “No Teacher Neutrality”, Salvo, Issue 56, 

Spring 2021, 12. In her book Total Truth (Crossway 

Books, 2004, p. 242), Nancy Pearcey recounts a story 

showing just how pervasive constructivism has be-

come. Pearcey spoke at a Christian educators’ confer-

ence on the Darwinian and relativistic roots of construc-

tivist educational theory. After her address, a Christian 

school superintendent said, “All my teachers are con-

structivists—all of them.” Pearcey asked, “But don’t 

they realize what that means for their faith? … If 

knowledge is a social construction, then that applies to 

Christianity as well—it’s just a product of social forces.” 

The superintendent responded, “I know, I know. But 

constructivism is what they learned at the university 

under the auspices of the ‘experts,’ and they don’t ques-

tion it. They just keep their religious beliefs in a sepa-

rate mental category from their professional studies.” 

Pearcey reflects that, “as a result of this compartmental-

ization, the teachers had unwittingly embraced a radical 

postmodernism that reduces all truth claims to merely 

social constructions.” 

29. “Americans Are Most Likely to Base Truth on Feelings,” 

The Barna Group, Ltd. (Sept. 18, 2019): barna.com/

research/americans-are-most-likely-to-base-truth-on-

feelings. 

30. John D. Martin, “Our Search for Meaning”, Salvo, Issue 

56, Spring 2021, 29. . 
31. Thomas Sowell, Intellectuals and Society, 110. To support 

this argument, Sowell cites John Stuart Mill, “On Liber-

ty,” Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Vol. XVIII, p. 

245. “He who knows only his own side of the case, 

knows little of that … Nor is it enough that he should 

hear the arguments of adversaries from his own teach-

ers, presented as they state them, and accompanied by 

what they offer as refutations. That is not the way to do 

justice to the arguments, or bring them into real contact 

with his own mind. He must be able to hear them from 

persons who actually believe them; who defend them in 

earnest, and do their very utmost for them. He must 

know them in their most plausible and persuasive form 

…”  
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