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 For my reading assignment, I selected Thomas Sowell’s A Conflict of Visions; Ideological Origins 

of Political Struggles. The book (Thomas Sowell’s personal favorite) describes two ends of an ideological 

spectrum: the constrained vision, and the unconstrained vision (and visions in-between). He also 

addresses how the two visions address many of the issues faced by society, and how those views differ. 

 In terms of difficulty, I didn’t feel the book was too difficult to understand, assuming one pays 

attention. I also don’t feel it’s Thomas Sowell’s most difficult book. On Classical Economics is, at times, 

far more difficult, and readers of that book should have a background in economic thought before 

attempting it. A Conflict of Visions isn’t simple by any means, but I had little difficulty understanding the 

ideas that it presents. 

 I thoroughly enjoyed the book and considered it very enlightening. I do feel that the ideological 

spectrum Thomas Sowell depicts is accurate and descriptive, and general enough that most ideologies 

can be defined in terms of the spectrum. I also like how Thomas Sowell never actually imposes his 

opinion or his own views, even though I suspect that he adheres more to the constrained vision rather 

than the unconstrained vision. The academic distance taken in describing the opposing views is, in many 

ways, a breath of fresh air, allowing one to actually judge the two positions for themselves without the 

author’s opinion. 

 In terms of the visions themselves, I would say that I personally adhere more towards the 

constrained vision rather than the unconstrained vision. Whether this has always been or whether it is a 

“Road to Damascus” conversion may be uncertain (in high school, I generally self-identified with 

socialism, which falls mostly into the unconstrained vision, while at the same time viewed international 

theory more from the lens of realism, which strongly falls into the constrained vision). While the 

unconstrained universe is more ideal, I have no reason to believe this is the universe that we live in. I 



still strongly feel that in theory (and only theory), socialism is morally superior to capitalism. But in 

practice, capitalism is more effective at solving society’s economic problems than socialism. 

 I don’t think that the world operates strictly under the constrained vision, of course. I had a 

conversation with a coworker about the ideas presented in A Conflict of Visions; he brought up 

arguments that generally favor the unconstrained vision based upon the progress of science. While I 

question the topicality of his arguments, the discussion was enlightening as to how broadly applicable 

Sowell’s spectrum is, and how one vision is more accurate than another depending on the 

circumstances. I would have to concede to my coworker that in the field of science, the unconstrained 

vision is far more descriptive of how the field works than the constrained vision. I also feel that one of 

the general principals of the constrained vision—that the intellectually elite cannot surpass the whole of 

society with their individual brilliance—doesn’t quite hold true when considering rapid technological 

change as we are experiencing now, in which case those who are able to grasp the changes better and 

more quickly generally lead the pack. Even with that being the case, the constrained vision still holds out 

better than the unconstrained vision (the actors are changing, but not the play). 

 Today, liberals would generally fall into the unconstrained vision, and conservatives would 

generally fall into the constrained vision (thus, the Democratic Party tends to assume positions that 

appeal in the unconstrained vision, and the Republican Party tends to assume positions that appeal in 

the constrained vision, granted no other factors are present). However, when considering the political 

maneuvering and rhetoric we are seeing today, I would say that the social actors (whether they’re 

political, economic, or in the media) are not behaving consistently with the visions. Political expediency, 

television ratings, money, and other (equally deplorable) factors seem to be dominating. What this does 

for me is strengthen the appeal of the constrained vision, since its depiction of the universe seems 

better to explain this than the universe of the unconstrained vision (the constrained vision appreciates 

self-interest as a social force more than the unconstrained vision, and accepts it as a reality that cannot 



be changed). While this does not excuse society’s state, it does describe it better, and because of this, I 

feel that the appropriate action to be taken would be derived from the assumptions of the constrained 

vision. 

 So to conclude, I really feel that the book can change the way one analyzes the world. I certainly 

begin to see ideas in terms of constrained and unconstrained visions, since they are applicable to so 

many areas. I highly recommend the book to anyone seeking to understand why social conflicts are so 

difficult to resolve, as the ultimate answer to the question is this: the two visions describe completely 

different universes, and while both hold the same values, the result is that they propose diametrically 

opposite solutions while striving to meet the same goals. Resolution will come only when it can be 

determined which vision best describes reality (in other words, which is closer to scientifically-proven 

fact), which may not be for a long time. 


