
sia, down to approximately $3 bil-
lion in 2003 from almost $15 billion
two years earlier. Gold and curren-
cy reserves are at record levels. The
country’s rate of economic growth
is more than respectable. These
could be temporary upticks, but
they could also herald a revival in
national confidence, one that is oc-
curring because of, not in spite of,
Putin’s illiberal tendencies. 

As for the political arena, it
would be foolish to expect much re-
semblance to our own style of rule
in a land battered by decades of
tyranny. But even here the last word
is far from being written, with much
depending on further developments
both in the economy and in the
realm of simple security. If the oil
boom continues, and army morale
ever recovers from the Chechen de-
bacle, Meier’s elegant chronicle may
one day be read with nostalgia for a
time when we worried about Rus-
sia’s weakness rather than its re-
newed strength.
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Affirmative Action 
Around the World: 
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by Thomas Sowell
Yale. 231 pp. $28.00

Reviewed by
Carl Cohen

Among contemporary econo-
mists and social theorists,

one of the most prolific, intellectu-
ally independent, and iconoclastic is
Thomas Sowell, now a senior fellow
at the Hoover Institution. In near-
ly a half-century’s worth of books
and essays, he has explored the cul-

tures of the world and all the nooks
and crannies of American society.
Enormously learned, wonderfully
clear-headed, he sees reality as it is,
and f linches at no truth. 

Affirmative Action Around the World
is exactly what its title announces:
an empirical study of what the con-
sequences really are, and really have
been, in the f ive major nations in
which “aff irmative action”—the
term now commonly used to denote
ethnic preferences—has been long
ensconced: India, Malaysia, Sri Lan-
ka, Nigeria, and the United States.* 

In each case, Sowell’s presenta-
tion of the data is instructive and il-
luminating—and disturbing. Some
themes recur: wherever ethnic pref-
erences have been instituted, they
have led to intergroup hostility, dis-
honesty, and further proliferation in
spite of manifest failure. Reflecting
on Sowell’s data, I also observe that
each nation’s experience offers a
powerful lesson with respect to one
particular aspect of the results pro-
duced. Here follow f ive painful
lessons.

In India, ethnic preferences have
been established longer than in any
other nation. “Positive discrimina-
tion” goes back to British rule, and
was built into the Indian constitu-
tion in 1947. Originally intended to
last for only twenty years, the pref-
erences have been extended repeat-
edly in time. Originally devised to
benefit only “untouchables” (a now
forbidden term, replaced by “sched-
uled castes” or “Dalits”), they have
been repeatedly expanded in reach.
The benefits are no longer regard-
ed as transitory; the beneficiaries,
including members of many other
“backward classes,” now comprise
more than three-quarters of the In-
dian population. 
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* Although Sowell accepts this common equa-
tion of ethnic preference and affirmative ac-
tion, there are many varieties of affirmative
action (originally understood as efforts to up-
root residual preference) that are morally
right and not preferential. The term itself has
been kidnapped by the advocates of prefer-
ence, and I would not accede to the capture.



Preferential quotas have been
limited by Indian courts to 50 per-
cent of the available places at uni-
versities and elsewhere; but making
use of those quotas requires “com-
plementary resources” of education
that the intended beneficiaries sim-
ply do not have. Therefore, the
quotas for the most seriously de-
prived in India often go unfilled.
On the other hand, quotas for “oth-
er backward classes” rarely go un-
filled. Upshot: the great majority of
the reserved places go to those who
deserve them least. 

Only deep inner change would
enable members of the beneficiary
groups to utilize the places prefer-
entially reserved for them. But, as
Sowell points out, there is “no po-
litical mileage to be made by telling
people to change themselves.” Ex-
pedience rules; Indian politicians
buy support by confirming prefer-
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ences and extending them to more
and more ethnic groups. Enlarge-
ment is the easiest course.

What then do we learn from the
Indian experience? Race preference
does not wind down; it winds up. Pro-
liferation is the rule. 

Next, Malaysia, where Chinese
laborers were f irst brought to the
peninsula to work the rubber planta-
tions, Indian laborers to work the tin
mines. Both have become substantial
ethnic minorities, with Malays re-
maining the great majority. The
three groups are quite distinct. 

The Chinese, adopting a frugal
style and investing heavily in the ed-
ucation of their children, pulled
themselves from the plantations and
built businesses across the country;
they have come to dominate retail
establishments in Malaysia, of which
they owned 85 percent by 1980.

Corporate ownership by Chinese
has also soared. Chinese incomes
are double those of Malays.

In 1965, Malaysians willingly di-
vested themselves of a great mass of
powerful Chinese by expelling Sin-
gapore, which became a separate
country and remains very largely a
Chinese city—and greatly prosper-
ous. But, although the expulsion of
Singapore made the Malay majori-
ty politically secure, and somewhat
reduced its economic domination
by the Chinese minority, it did not
stop the intellectual advance of the
Chinese who remained. In 1969,
more than half the off icers in the
Malaysian army were ethnic Chi-
nese; as long as university admis-
sions were determined by examina-
tion results, only 20 percent of the
places went to Malays, and most of
the rest to ethnic Chinese.

The majority, competing unsuc-
cessfully, had to be protected. The
Malay government set out to achieve
racial balance in employment, giv-
ing formal preferences to Malays in
hiring. But there seemed no alter-
native to continuing reliance on the
better-educated Chinese and Indi-
an minorities in f ields where their
technical skills were needed. And so
admission to universities was altered
as well. Group membership was
emphasized over individual perfor-
mance, and, to increase the number
of Malays yet further, the Malay
language became the only medium
of instruction in schools as well as
in universities. 

The ethnic preferences that have
pervaded Malaysia in recent decades
were not designed to pull an op-
pressed minority from the depths;
their purpose was to protect the rel-
atively less competent majority from
the intellectual and economic ad-
vances of more competent ethnic
minorities. What, then, do we learn
from Malaysia? We learn that the in-
ferior performance of some ethnic groups
is not always a consequence of discrimi-
nation against them. On the contrary,
even the imposition of discriminato-
ry advantages favoring a majority can-
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not obscure the fact that some
groups prove less competent than
others. 

Sri Lanka, in the second half of the
20th century, experienced a steep so-
cial deterioration whose exact caus-
es are difficult to specify. What be-
gan as ethnic tension between the
Sinhalese majority in the south and
the Tamil minority in the north be-
came bloody slaughter. The sub-
stantial preferences given to the Sin-
halese (awarded, as in Malaysia, to
protect a less competent majority)
certainly played a role in exacerbat-
ing these tensions. 

In Sri Lanka, group rights had
become a tool to win Sinhalese
votes. The more recently arrived
Tamils, clustered in the highlands,
were f latly disenfranchised. To
overcome inferior majority perfor-

mance, group preferences were in-
troduced in university admissions.
Even so, the edge of Tamils in the
sciences and other intellectual en-
deavors remained substantial, and
so preference next took the form of
race-norming. University admis-
sions were based not on actual
scores but on each applicant’s “stan-
dardized score,” determined by his
performance relative to the perfor-
mance of other students in the same
ethnic group. When that device
proved insufficient as well, “district
quotas” were introduced (a variant
of what is done today in Texas),
whereby admissions were allocated
by geographic region. Since Sin-
halese and Tamils were concentrat-
ed in different districts, this was
simply a backhand method of es-
tablishing ethnic quotas. 

Protests against preferences in Sri

Lanka mounted but were unsuc-
cessful. Concluding that only in a
separate nation could their success
be recognized, the Tamils pressed
for secession, f irst with militancy,
and then with bloodshed. The
once-tranquil island was aff licted
with widespread pillage, murder,
rape. 

Deliberately exacerbating racial ten-
sions for the sake of political gain—we
learn from the case of Sri Lanka—
promotes hatred of a kind and of a de-
gree almost impossible to reverse. What
begins with race preference ends
with race riots. 

And then there is Nigeria, a na-
tion encompassing a vast array of di-
verse ethnic groups and regions—
largely Islamic in the north, largely
Christian in the south. Before colo-
nial rule it was never a country; af-
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ter colonial rule, the changing gov-
ernments of Nigeria have regularly
practiced favoritism toward one or
another of the scores upon scores of
tribes and ethnic groups.

Preferences and quotas are justi-
fied in Nigeria by the demand, ex-
pressly formulated in the constitu-
tion of 1979, that national activities
should “ref lect the federal charac-
ter of the country.” This “federal
character” principle has been ex-
tended to school admissions, to pro-
motions in school, and even to
membership on the national soccer
team. Every activity must “look like
Nigeria.” Intergroup tensions have
become very sharp; almost every
policy issue becomes a matter of
racial dispute accompanied by
charges of ethnic corruption. These
disputes often turn bitter, and be-
come fights. 

Whence the rancor? Economic
disparities do not account for it.
Sowell points out that in the 1990’s,
when the Katafs, formerly lagging
behind the Hausa, closed the gap
between the two groups, relations
became more polarized, not less.
The slightest disagreement has

tended to explode into violence,
and the same sensitivity appears
among other groups as well. Vio-
lence is produced, it seems, by the
politicization of ethnic differences;
and that politicization commonly
takes the form of preferential treat-
ment. 

One byproduct of this strife has
been the creation of more states
within the country. To reduce dis-
cord, separate ethnic enclaves have
been carved out and given formal
status. Thus, having given rise to a
deadly spoils system, ethnic hetero-
geneity is mitigated by a gerryman-
dered homogeneity. The lesson
from Nigeria? When racial balance is
advanced by granting preferences that
are deeply resented, diversity produces
not greater racial harmony but greater
racial conflict.

One thread runs through all four
of these case histories. We are of-
ten invited to suppose, almost as an
axiom, that every ethnic group is
possessed of equal talent with every
other and will therefore, if given
equal chances, perform with equiv-
alent competence. Disparate num-

bers by group (in employment or
education) are taken to be a sure
sign of oppression, and propor-
tionality thus becomes the unques-
tioned standard of fair play. This
thinking is the product of an egali-
tarianism ungrounded in empirical
inquiry. 

The reality, driven home by Sow-
ell’s excruciating reports, is very dif-
ferent. In fact, for a host of reasons,
some of which we know and some
of which we do not know, some of
which spring from malign oppres-
sion and many of which do not, eth-
nic and racial groups behave dif-
ferently, perform differently, learn
differently, and exhibit greatly dif-
ferent talents and temperaments.
That is not crude stereotyping; it is
plain fact. Justice will not be done if
this fact is denied or goes unrecog-
nized. In giving us this great lesson
with the aid of overwhelming evi-
dence and a scrupulously dispas-
sionate mind, Thomas Sowell is our
finest teacher.

The fifth of the five great nations
dealt with in this book is the United
States of America. The appropriate
lesson(s) here? All of the above.
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