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"Thomas Sowell: Common Sense in a Senseless World" traces Sowell's

journey from humble beginnings to the Hoover Institution, becoming one of

this era's greatest economists, political philosophers, and prolific authors.

Hosted by Jason Riley, a member of The Wall Street Journal editorial board,

this one-hour program features insights from Sowell and interviews with his

close friends and associates, revealing why the intensely private Thomas

Sowell is considered by many to be "one of the greatest minds of the past

half-century" and "the smartest person in the room."

Run time: 60 minutes

2021

Produced by Tom Jennings, hosted by Jason Riley

Available on DVD, and streamable on YouTube, Amazon, Vimeo

OVERVIEW



“If facts, logic, and scientific procedures
are all just arbitrarily 'socially
constructed' notions, then all that is left is
consensus--more specifically peer
consensus, the kind of consensus that
matters to adolescents or to many among
the intelligentsia.”
 
― Thomas Sowell, Intellectuals and Society



Free To Choose® Media produces award-winning

documentaries and series for public television,

offering diverse voices, powerful stories, and a fresh

perspective on a range of important global and

national issues. For more than 30 years, Free To

Choose production teams have traveled the world to

explore topics and issues that stimulate thought and

cultivate conversations. For more information, visit

the website at www.FreeToChooseMedia.org.

ABOUT FREE TO CHOOSE MEDIA



Thomas Sowell is considered by many to be one of

the greatest minds of the past half-century. A best-

selling author, economist, photographer, syndicated

columnist, historian, and academic, Sowell cannot be

described by one vocation. “As public intellectuals

go, few have been more prolific than Thomas

Sowell,” said Washington Post.

Sowell began his life’s journey in rural North

Carolina. As a young boy, his family migrated to

Harlem, NY, where his intellectual hunger and

lifelong love of learning were kick-started with an

introduction to the Harlem Library and culminated

at the esteemed Hoover Institution. Between Harlem

and Hoover, Sowell’s quest for facts took him into

the Marine’s Combat Camera Corps during the

Korean War, which instilled a life-long interest in

photography, then onto Harvard, Columbia

University, and the University of Chicago for his

Ph.D. in economics. 

He earned positions at top universities as a

professor, and for more than three decades, Sowell

taught economics at various colleges and

universities, including Cornell, Amherst, the

University of California at Los Angeles, Howard

University, Rutgers, and Brandeis University.

Sowell is the Rose and Milton Friedman Senior

Fellow on Public Policy at the Hoover Institution. He

was project director at the Urban Institute, 1972-

1974, an adjunct scholar of the American Enterprise

Institute, 1975-76, and a fellow at the Center for

Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at

Stanford University, 1976-77.

THOMAS SOWELL



For more than two decades, Jason Riley has closely

studied the life and work of Thomas Sowell, which

makes him the perfect individual to host "Thomas

Sowell: Common Sense in a Senseless World." In fact,

Riley’s intellectual biography of Sowell, "Maverick: A

Biography of Thomas Sowell," is scheduled to be

published in May 2021.

“Tom Sowell is known for his views on economics,

history, race, and politics,” said Riley. “But I’ve also

discovered some lesser-known aspects of his life…his

research and his writings about late-talking children

and the fact that he is a highly regarded world-

traveling photographer.” 

Riley is a Senior Fellow at the Manhattan Institute

and a member of the Editorial Board at The Wall

Street Journal, where he has published opinion

pieces for more than 20 years. His topics include

politics, economics, education, immigration, social

inequality, and race.

He is also a commentator for Fox News and speaks

frequently on ABC, NBC, CNN, PBS, and NPR.

After joining The Journal in 1994, Riley was named

a senior editorial page writer in 2000 and a member

of the Editorial Board in 2005. He joined the

Manhattan Institute, a public policy think tank

focused on urban issues, in 2015. In 2008 he

published "Let Them In," which argues for a more

free-market-oriented U.S. immigration system. His

second book, "Please Stop Helping Us," which is

about government efforts to help the black

underclass, was published in 2014. "False Black

Power?," published in 2017, is an assessment of why

black political success has not translated into more

economic advancement.

Riley has also worked for USA Today and the Buffalo

News. Born in Buffalo, N.Y., he earned a bachelor’s

degree in English from the State University of New

York at Buffalo. He lives in New York City.

JASON RILEY, HOST



Tom Jennings is a Peabody and Emmy award-winning

documentary filmmaker and journalist, who serves as

producer for "Free To Choose Network’s Thomas Sowell:

Common Sense in a Senseless World." He has written,

produced, and directed more than 400 hours of

programming on topics including politics, religion, history,

crime, sports, mystery, and travel. He has produced films all

around the globe, always looking for new ways to tell stories

that are informative and entertaining.

Jennings’ award-nominated and winning body of work

includes Smithsonian Channel’s "MLK: The Assassination

Tapes" (George Foster Peabody Award); National

Geographic’s "Challenger Disaster: Lost Tapes" (Emmy

Award winner and Royal Television Society nominee) and

The Lost JFK Tapes (Emmy Award nominee). Tom’s

company, 1895 Films, is currently producing Smithsonian

Channel’s award-winning series "The Lost Tapes." He is also

producing a new series for National Geographic titled "In

Their Own Words" – a spin-off from his company’s highly

successful profile of Princess Diana, called "Diana: In Her

Own Words."

Jennings also produced a special for National Geographic

titled "Apollo: Missions to the Moon," which aired in July

2019 to mark the 50th anniversary of NASA’s historic moon

landing.

He is currently working on a new, three-hour documentary

about free speech for Free To Choose Network, which is

expected to air in 2023.

He started his career as a print journalist, writing for

publications including the New York Times, the Los Angeles

Times, and Associated Press. In 1994, he was nominated for

the Pulitzer Prize in journalism for investigative reporting.

In 2019 Jennings’ was the recipient of the prestigious

William D. Taylor Award from his alma mater, Kent State

University’s School of Journalism and Mass Communication.

Jennings is a member of the Directors Guild of America, the

Academy of Television Arts & Science, and the International

3D Society. He is a graduate of Kent State University, and he

resides in Los Angeles, California.

TOM JENNINGS, PRODUCER



PLAN FOR CONTINUED

ENGAGEMENT

This movie is going to get people

excited and inspire them to learn more

about Thomas Sowell's work.

Be ready. Take a look at our handout

on the next page for recommended

discussion questions. 

BE A GOOD LISTENER

Many parents and community

members in the audience will want to

share their own personal stories. These

stories can be powerful agents for

change. Be sure to provide

opportunities to listen and have your

audience be heard.

EXPLORE THEIR

SPHERE OF INFLUENCE

Everyone has a sphere of influence.

Get the audience to brainstorm how

they can harness their network to

spread the word about the film.

CREATE A FOLLOW-UP

PROCESS

You might run out of time before

everyone is engaged. Plan in advance

to host a second post-movie

discussion. Have your audience save

the date for your next action-focused

get-together.

HOW TO FACILITATE A CONVERSATION



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
In the film, host Jason Riley argues that three things distinguish

Thomas Sowell’s scholarship: 

Intellectual honesty; following facts to logical conclusions even if

unpopular.

Importance of incentives and the reality of tradeoffs in addressing social

problems.

Belief that a group’s upward mobility derives primarily from its

development of human capital. 

Sowell often said that having access to school choice in middle school

changed his life. What school learning environment best motivates and

inspires you and/or your kids?

Charter schools are tuition-free public schools that have to meet state

standards but also have greater autonomy than traditional public

schools. What effect do you think greater autonomy has on educational

outcomes for specific neighborhoods or groups of students?

Do you agree or disagree with Dr. Sowell on each of these three things?

Explain your position. 

Charter schools can be shut down much faster than traditional schools

if they do not perform well. How do you think that consequence

incentivizes those who run the school?

Economist Walter Williams makes the argument that the homelife of a

student is a big component of student success. How much of a

component do you think it is? 

How did Steven Pinker explain Sowell’s love for photography as a

metaphor for understanding tradeoffs? 

Sowell said that “at [the University of] Chicago if it was true, it was

true because you could prove it was true.” Do we live in that era with

modern media and politics?

Sowell and a majority of economists are aware that raising the

minimum wage (especially dramatically) tends to increase

unemployment among the least skilled workers; the very people the

wage was designed to help. Why do you think this well-known

principle is rarely part of the discussion around minimum wage

policy?



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
What do you make of Sowell’s “mismatch hypothesis,” i.e., the idea

that students sent to schools in which their scores or achievement

level were mismatched would succeed at a lower rate than those who

weren’t mismatched? 

Sowell mentions black students being in the bottom 10% of math students

at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) but also being in the

top 90% in math in the country, and that 1/4 of all blacks at MIT don’t

graduate. Would these 25% of clearly talented students be better served at

another university, such as a top state university or another Ivy League

school? 

Explain whether you think the mismatch hypothesis holds, in part, for

students admitted to elite universities for things other than race, e.g.,

children of alumni, athletes, parental donations, etc. 

One of the Sowell quotes in the film was: “It takes considerable knowledge

to realize the extent of your own ignorance.” How can you apply this quote

in your own life?

 

What effect did exposure to a public library have on Sowell’s reading

habit?

What finally turned Thomas Sowell away from Marxism?

One of Sowell’s more famous quotes is: “The first lesson of economics

is scarcity: there is never enough of anything to fully satisfy all those

who want it. The first lesson of politics is to disregard the first lesson

of economics.”

Many countries carry heavy debt loads. The United States of America has

$26 trillion in debt and $222 trillion in unfunded future obligations. How

does this quote apply to such debt?

Why do politicians ignore scarcity so often?

Why do voters so often reward politicians who ignore scarcity?



“Whatever we wish to achieve in the
future, it must begin by knowing where
we are in the present- not where we wish
we were, or where we wish others to
think we are, but where we are in fact.”
 
― Thomas Sowell, Economic Facts and Fallacies


