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Cultural Difference: 
The Deeper Issues
by Lawrence M. Mead

Introduction

I n a recent book, I argued that 
America is culturally divided. Most 
Americans who descend from Eu-

rope display an individualist tempera-
ment. That is, they chiefly seek their own 
goals but are also restrained by mor-
alistic notions of right and wrong that 
they internalize in childhood. Minority 
groups, however, all descend from the 
more cautious non-West, where most 
people adjust to their environment rath-
er than seeking change, and right and 
wrong are shaped more by the expecta-
tions of other people than by internal-
ized standards. Many scholars of world 
cultural differences have said this.1 

That might seem like a merely aca-
demic idea, but the establishment react-
ed with little short of panic. I had writ-
ten several earlier books on poverty and 
welfare, all of which easily found pub-
lishers and reviewers. But all my former 
publishers declined Burdens of Freedom, 
as did several other prominent houses. 
Fortunately, Encounter Books accepted 
it. But then, in the four years since the 

book came out, it received only three re-
views—all favorable—and no university 
or think tank has allowed me so much as 
to give a public talk about it.

What is so frightening about cultur-
al difference? In this paper I will try to 
explain. Cultural difference does arouse 
political objections, but above all it ques-
tions something never before doubted in 
American commentary—that the United 
States is a universal nation that is open 
to anyone, from anywhere, who seeks a 
life of freedom. That vision, it turns out, 
presumes an individualist culture, which 
is found only in the West. We have never 
admitted the problems that non-Western 
peoples pose for us, as they also do for 
Europe. We think our problem is only 
racism. But culture, not race, is the true 
limitation to the American vision.

Rejecting Racism
Burdens’ most immediate offense was 

that it redefined our social problems in 
terms of culture rather than race. In the 
orthodox view, America suffers from 
poverty and inequality mainly because 
whites refuse to treat non-whites as 
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equals, especially blacks.  On the evi-
dence, however, the great majority of 
whites gave up racism decades ago. They 
no longer view blacks as inferior. Their 
objection today is far more to cultural 
difference: many blacks and other mi-
norities do not function well in an indi-
vidualist society. Many fail to get ahead, 
and many display unusually high levels 
of crime and other social problems, so 
they do not inspire the same trust as 
whites. Nor is cultural difference merely 
a euphemism for race. Scholars of world 
cultures make quite clear that culture 
has no necessary connection to race. 
This great problem would remain even 
if whites suddenly became completely 
colorblind about race, or if all blacks be-
came white. The solution is for blacks to 
assimilate to mainstream society.

The antiracism movement blames all 
black problems entirely on white racism. 
White elites do not dispute that idea, but 
few can really believe it. The hard truth 
is that minorities must adopt an individ-
ualist way of life if integration is ever to 
succeed. That is far tougher than to ha-
rass our dutiful white upper class over 
racism.

Rejecting Sameness
Besides redefining race as a cultur-

al problem, Burdens called for limits 
on immigration. In this connection, as 
with race, the establishment refuses to 
discuss cultural difference. Rather, it 
trumpets sameness—the conviction that 
newcomers from anywhere in the world 
are no different from the native born 
and should be accepted as such. Thus, 

we should have no fear of opening our 
borders to the multitudes now fleeing 
collapsing countries in the Middle East, 
Latin America, and elsewhere. 

A cultural analysis, however, calls for 
caution. The vast influx of immigrants 
during the Progressive era, a century 
ago, is fondly remembered as having as-
similated well. The difference was that 
the earlier waves nearly all came from 
Europe, many from countries that today 
are nearly as rich and modern as Amer-
ica. So these newcomers were largely 
attuned to individualism coming in. 
Today’s immigrants, however, nearly all 
come from the non-West, where coun-
tries of origin are far poorer and less 
developed. Migrants come here mainly 
to escape adversity, not to seek freedom 
and its burdens, and those demands of-
ten defeat them.

Especially, much of Hispanic America 
has failed to progress in school and suf-
fers family breakdown nearly as much as 
blacks. Asians have done well in school, 
but less well in careers, because they fear 
to assert themselves in ways needed to 
succeed here. Without cutting immigra-
tion sharply, America would inevitably 
become a non-Western country. It would 
lose the dynamic and civic qualities that 
come from an individualist culture, and 
which have empowered it to lead the 
world.

Why Poverty Persists
To focus on cultural difference also 

casts an embarrassing light on the fail-
ure of American anti-poverty policies. 
Ever since the War on Poverty in the 
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1960s, government has shown that it 
can raise the income of the poor simply 
by giving them more money and oth-
er benefits. But it has failed to increase 
their skills by much at all, and it has not 
overcome the patterns of life that large-
ly produce long-term poverty—failure 
to work steadily, obey the law, and avoid 
single parenthood. Especially, no ben-
efit or incentive—not even guaranteed 
jobs—has shown a power to induce poor 
adults to work more steadily than they 
do.2

The orthodoxy is that poverty is en-
tirely due to lack of opportunity. Offer 
poor adults better chances, most ex-
perts say, and they will seize them and 
get ahead. But this again assumes same-
ness—that the poor are individualists 
just like the better-off. This especially 
is the belief of economists, who have 
designed most anti-poverty programs. 
But the response to government largess 
has been tepid at best. Analysts and 
policymakers have ignored the essen-
tial personal difference between all the 
non-Western groups and mainstream 
society—their much greater passivity 
and lesser self-command, on average, 
compared to groups who descend from 
Europe. 

To assume cultural difference is much 
more realistic. The long-term poor are 
mostly black and Hispanic, with origins 
in the non-West and, in the black case, 
also slavery and Jim Crow. For most 
members of these groups, life means 
reacting to immediate necessities, not 
achieving one’s own purposes. Most 
non-Westerners respond more strong-

ly to authority than incentives. They do 
what they are told, not what they them-
selves decide. That is why our most ef-
fective social programs have been di-
rective. They do not just offer benefits 
and choices. They also tell clients firmly 
what they should do to get ahead—get 
through school, get and keep a job, avoid 
trouble with the law, and avoid procre-
ation outside marriage. 

Direction is only the beginning of 
freedom. The essence of mainstream cul-
ture is that the forces of authority have 
migrated from outside to inside the self. 
Individualists thus can tell themselves 
what to do and not do; few need govern-
ment to tell them. That is how the West 
permits a free society and yet maintains 
order. The non-West, however, has nev-
er made that shift. There the forces of 
order remain largely external. To truly 
thrive in this society, black and Hispanic 
children and youth must internalize the 
rules for good behavior at a young age, 
as too few now do.

A Civic Culture 
Western culture is inner-driven and 

moralistic. And individualists also tend 
to believe in abstractions that go beyond 
the immediate realities they perceive. 
Western political systems honor norms 
such as freedom, equality, democracy, 
and the rule of law. Such values are nev-
er perfectly achieved, yet they are still 
taken seriously, and we achieve them 
more fully over time. That is the main 
reason why the United States and other 
Western countries generally avoid seri-
ous corruption or misrule.
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The non-West claims to honor the 
same norms, but they are not believed 
with the same force. So these countries 
have much less capacity to form and sus-
tain a civic culture. There is deference to 
those in authority, but the latter do not 
defer in the same way to public norms. 
Consider, for instance, the chaos and 
corruption that suffused recent elections 
in Brazil.3 Western publics carry their in-
stitutions in their heads, whereas in the 
non-West government largely remains 
something external, which people feel 
they can evade when necessary or con-
venient.

The need to preserve a civic culture 
is one more reason to limit immigra-
tion. Coming as they largely do from 
the non-West, today’s migrants mostly 
arrive without the positive attitudes that 
promote a free yet orderly society. Their 
sense of obligation to others is typical-
ly limited to their own family or ethnic 
group, without the broader trust toward 
strangers that individualist norms ex-
pect. Immigration at present rates thus 
threatens the civic culture of the West.4 

Extreme Demands
Another result of cultural difference 

is that politics becomes immoderate.5 
From the ancients onwards, political 
theorists taught that a democracy, where 
the masses rule, could endure only if 
people limited their demands on gov-
ernment. Fortunately, the nation’s ma-
jority culture has curbed that danger. 
Individualism promotes a strong sense 
of personal agency. Most people, even 
the less fortunate, believe they can ad-

vance themselves largely by their own 
efforts, so they make only limited de-
mands on government. That was why 
the labor movement in the United States 
was moderate rather than socialist as in 
many other countries, and why the po-
litical parties traditionally were not ex-
treme. 

But non-Western culture is less con-
fident, with a weaker sense of agen-
cy. Black leaders claim their group is 
oppressed by the same society which 
most whites experience as free. That 
is because blacks attribute much more 
power to the environment and less to 
themselves. So their political demands 
swing between extremes. Much of the 
time blacks are silent, believing they are 
invisible to the powerful. But at times 
of crisis their demands become messi-
anic. The civil rights movement sought 
justly to abolish Jim Crow, but it also 
transformed society through affirma-
tive action. More recently, the antiracism 
movement has sought to downgrade law 
enforcement and promote “equity” for 
minorities and women, at whatever cost 
to fairness for white men and, at least in 
college admissions, Asians. The Biden 
administration embraces this agenda. 

Demands this extreme were new. The 
working class, feminist, and gay move-
ments achieved their principal demands 
for greater economic opportunity with-
out great difficulty, although their more 
recent demands for transgender rights 
are more contentious. Due chiefly to 
cultural difference, however, poverty 
and racial demands run far deeper. To 
many, black inequality remains a perma-
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nent blemish that never goes away. The 
press highlights unusually high black 
unemployment or poverty rates every 
time statistics for these problems are an-
nounced. The assumption is always that 
only society is responsible, and only rad-
ical change can suffice.

Race is probably the main reason the 
political parties have polarized since 
the 1980s. Poverty is becoming more 
entrenched, and immigration is uncon-
trolled. These problems are discussed 
largely in terms of race and racism, ig-
noring cultural differences. Vulnerable 
identity has become a totem that can-
not be questioned. Demands couched in 
terms of victimhood cannot be compro-
mised. Democrats favor voting reforms 
that would supposedly expand black ac-
cess, while alarmed conservatives over-
react with reforms that critics say would 
restrict voting, especially by blacks.

Moral Inequality
A related implication of cultural 

difference is moral inequality. All our 
principal religious traditions—Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam—make atten-
tion to the poor or outsiders a priority. 
To most Americans, this obligation can 
extend not only to people we know but 
to others we do not know, even to des-
perately poor people on the other side of 
the world. Driven by these obligations, 
earnest Americans began trying to save 
the less fortunate—spiritually as well as 
economically—as soon as the early nine-
teenth century, and ever since.  

Such norms bear most firmly on 
the West, where the culture is moralis-

tic, judging right and wrong by general 
standards. But for the non-West moral 
obligations toward others are usually 
limited in practice to one’s own social 
connections.6  So within the West, disad-
vantaged groups become morally privi-
leged. They get far more aid and atten-
tion from mainstream society here than 
they would in the old country, and they 
need to give little if anything in return. 
To the establishment, the needy—espe-
cially if they are non-white—have only 
rights and claims, and those aiding them 
can have only obligations.

In 1835, Tocqueville in Democracy in 
America, celebrated the capacity of early 
Americans to form private associations 
for many civic purposes. But their ability 
to do this depended crucially on the fact 
that nearly all early Americans had come 
from Europe. They thus shared the indi-
vidualist ethos of civil cooperation even 
among strangers. The mostly-European 
immigrants of a century ago showed a 
similar capacity. But most of today’s im-
migrants, who come from the non-West, 
show nothing like this temperament. As 
Peter Skerry wrote, Hispanic neighbor-
hoods display “the almost total absence 
of organized political life.”7 

Cultural difference always makes af-
fluent white Americans the givers, nev-
er the receivers. As poverty has become 
entrenched among non-Western groups, 
and as non-Western immigration has 
grown, this moral inequality has only 
grown. Rising social pluralism, largely 
due to immigration, is breaking down 
what sociologists call “social capital”—
the ability of ordinary citizens to expect 
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cooperation from one another. Distrust 
is growing even among whites, the 
group that chiefly formed an American 
community in the first place.8 

A Universal Nation?
Ever since the Founding, American 

leaders have claimed that theirs was a 
universal nation. Supposedly, anyone 
could come here from anywhere and 
lead a democratic life, because we be-
lieved, as Lincoln said, that “all men are 
created equal.” Americans contrasted 
themselves with European countries, 
where aristocrats were still favored over 
ordinary people. 

Such a society was certainly unique 
within the West at that time. But the 
West as a whole was different from the 
rest of the world. Somehow, Europe 
evolved a society that was far more dy-
namic and civic than elsewhere. Even 
the unprivileged showed more initiative 
in improving things, and rulers gov-
erned better, than in the non-West. Eu-
rope never became as democratic as the 
United States because class differences 
were sharper, but it was similarly dy-
namic and well-governed, and this was 
why the West as a whole came to domi-
nate the world.9

In the usual account, the great flaw in 
the American story is racism. Allegedly, 
the Founders were racists who accepted 
slavery, and although their successors 
abolished it, America has never really 
accepted blacks as equal citizens.10 But 
at first, race was nothing like this central 
to the nation. In the Founders’ time, the 
most important political divisions were 

between classes, not races. In Europe, 
people had only recently become aware 
of non-white peoples, due to imperial-
ism. They permitted non-white slavery 
in many of their colonies, but soon for-
bade it at home. Race never became a 
fundamental issue in European politics 
until very recently, due to non-white im-
migration from the non-West. 

The American Constitution as writ-
ten shows concern about class far more 
than race. The Founders feared the pop-
ulist excesses of democracy which had 
occurred at the state level. That danger 
came from the European population. 
The Founders dealt with race at all only 
because Southern slavery obviously con-
flicted with the new nation’s egalitarian 
principles. Thus, in a compromise, some 
constitutional provisions protected slav-
ery in the short term, but it was not gen-
erally endorsed.11 Rather, broad support 
for egalitarian principles inspired oppo-
sition to the “peculiar institution,” even-
tually leading to the Civil War to abolish 
it. Southern leaders realized they had to 
secede and frame their own, racist con-
stitution if slavery was to endure.12

The recent threats to constitutional 
principles have come, not from the orig-
inal neglect of black rights, but from the 
recent over extension of those claims. 
The civil rights reforms of the 1960s 
have spawned a system of preferences 
for minorities and also women in edu-
cation and employment that amount to 
a second constitution. These groups are 
now systematically favored at the ex-
pense of white men. The felt necessity 
to integrate blacks has overridden all 
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other principles. Race and gender have 
displaced class as the supreme constitu-
tional concerns.13 

Passivity
Cultural difference, however, has 

proven too much for preferences to over-
come. Other than Asians, all minorities 
still do worse than average in education, 
income, and wealth, and are much more 
involved in crime, single parenthood, 
and other social problems. In the ortho-
dox view, again, all this is due to white 
racism. 

But this simply ignores the impor-
tance of cultural difference. Through-
out their history in America, blacks 
on average have been far less ready to 
assert themselves and get ahead than 
the norm. Much, if not all, of their cur-
rent inequality results from this. This 
reluctance reflects their origins in the 
non-West, where attitudes are far more 
passive than in the West, as well as the 
perpetuation of that culture under slav-
ery and Jim Crow. Southern plantation 
owners imported slaves in part because 
they were passive. Otherwise owners 
could not obtain the hands they need-
ed to till their fields.14 Slave society was 
alien to the rest of America, not so much 
racially as culturally, due to its sharp dif-
ference from mainstream individualism. 

Most slaves apparently accepted their 
subordination to Southern whites with-
out protest, as no European population 
would have done. While there were sev-
eral slave revolts, none of them serious-
ly threatened white control. More sur-
prising, one would have expected most 

slaves simply to run away to the North, 
where they could get paid for working. 
Enough slaves did that to motivate the 
Fugitive Slave Law, which forced North-
ern states to return runaway slaves to 
the South. But slave resistance was nev-
er enough to threaten the slave system. 

Some liberals imagine that Southern 
whites maintained their control sim-
ply through terror, such as lynching, 
but the slave populations were simply 
too large for this. In 1860, slaves com-
prised 32 percent of the population of 
Southern states, with the figure running 
as high as 55 percent in Mississippi.15 
Blacks are only 13 percent of the national 
population today. No state at that time 
possessed the governmental apparatus 
needed to oppress so large a group. The 
South was far more suspicious of big 
government than the North, as it re-
mains today.16

Passive acceptance by most slaves, 
then, must explain why it was chiefly 
whites, not blacks, who had to fight to 
destroy slavery. The Civil War began as 
a war to preserve the union but ended 
also as a war to abolish slavery. While 
some slaves did escape to the North and 
fought in the Union armies, the Civ-
il War cost over 600,000 lives, the vast 
majority of them white. When black ad-
vocates demand reparations today, they 
totally ignore this enormous white sac-
rifice. Much in contrast, in revolutions 
in Haiti and Cuba, slaves fought far more 
for their own emancipation.17 American 
slaves showed no comparable resistance 
to the South, either before or after the 
Civil War. 
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Even after liberation, most blacks did 
not immediately leave the South to seek 
better opportunities in the North. Rath-
er, they remained in the South under Jim 
Crow, many becoming sharecroppers 
working for white landlords. For many, 
it was as if slavery had never ended. 
Only cultural difference can explain this.

Only in the twentieth century did 
large numbers of blacks move to the 
North.18 Only then did they face serious 
pressure to join the individualist cul-
ture of mainstream society. In this freer 
America, they fared far less well than the 
immigrants of the Progressive era, who 
had flooded into the country from the 
more backward parts of Europe. Many 
fewer blacks than whites got through 
school, let alone college, and thus qual-
ified to move up from unskilled work to 
white-collar positions. White racism is 
insufficient to explain this.

A black middle class that accepted 
individualism did emerge, and it suc-
cessfully led the campaign to abolish 
Jim Crow in the 1960s. These blacks 
dramatized the potential of cultural 
assimilation to resolve the race prob-
lem. But most blacks have perpetuated 
a non-Western mindset, living mainly 
from day to day, rather than for the fu-
ture, and suffering unusual social prob-
lems. Those problems actually escalated 
in the 1960s and 1970s—after civil rights. 
The near-total collapse of the black fam-
ily produced soaring black crime and 
welfare. The usual view, again, blames 
these adversities entirely on white of-
fenses, but in recent decades cultural dif-
ference is a far better explanation. 

Culture Not Race
While the United States avoided con-

stitutional commitments to slavery and 
finally abolished it, many Americans for 
generations still looked down on blacks 
as inferior. That belief followed all too 
easily from the black predominance in 
low-skilled jobs. Yet over time those 
hostile attitudes faded because too many 
blacks achieved better education and 
higher-status positions.19 This progress 
contradicted racist notions of black infe-
riority. 

While the establishment still harps 
on racism as the master cause of black 
disadvantage, that view is hard to square 
with the clear official preferences favor-
ing blacks, other minorities, and wom-
en that government and the nonprofit 
sector have enforced for nearly half a 
century. Ostensibly, reserving education 
slots and good jobs for blacks and other 
minorities is supposed to offset ongoing 
discrimination, but what it really offsets 
is continuing cultural difference—the 
lesser tendency of all these groups to as-
sert themselves on their own compared 
to the average. Affirmative action creates 
more the appearance than the reality of 
assimilation.

Racism has also become less plausi-
ble because Hispanics have come to have 
social problems and difficulties getting 
ahead very similar to those of blacks—
even though they were never enslaved, 
never faced the same discrimination, 
and have mostly come here voluntarily. 
The same as for blacks, their main prob-
lem is not white bias but a too-cautious, 
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more disorganized, non-Western tem-
perament. 

Even Asians must assimilate more 
fully if they are to achieve their full po-
tential in America. Some think that the 
“model minority” contradicts the cul-
tural view of immigration that I have 
taken here. But in fact, Asians clearly 
excel only so long as they are in school. 
There what success requires is defined 
by higher authority—the rote learning 
that education demands in Asia. From 
college onwards, however, success in 
America requires an ability to make per-
sonal argument, set one’s own goals, and 
take risks. That is what European Amer-
icans typically have, and Asians usually 
lack. That is why they underperform as 
leaders, as business research shows.20

Although every non-Western group 
has a different story, what they all share 
is difficulty in embracing an individu-
alist way of life. What stands out about 
the European population is not that it is 
white but that it is inner-driven. Euro-
pean Americans above all show a capaci-
ty for sublimation—the ability to take on 
external goals and values inwardly and 
then organize their lives around them. 
In a deep sense, their outward free-
dom rests on an inner unfreedom. No 
non-Western minority shows this.

Further evidence for this view comes 
from Europe. There, slavery never was a 
large presence domestically, yet all these 
countries now struggle with minorities 
due to immigration, much as America 
has done. Here too non-white groups 
from outside the West have difficulty or-
ganizing their lives to keep order, com-

pete, and succeed. Here too, journalists 
and intellectuals endlessly cite white 
racial bias as the cause, but open discus-
sion of cultural difference is banned. 

And as in America, the larger danger 
is that perpetual claims of racism will 
destroy a civil politics and promote a 
growing moral inequality. White peo-
ple—and especially white men—will be 
forced to accept responsibility for ev-
eryone else. Minorities and women will 
receive whatever preferences it takes to 
quell claims of racism and sexism. And 
the original idea that there can be equal 
opportunity for individuals without ref-
erence to identity will be forgotten. 

In view of cultural difference, blacks 
would probably have had a hard time in 
America even if slavery and discrimi-
nation had never existed. After all, they 
were moving, largely without choice or 
selection, from the world’s most pas-
sive culture to its most assertive. Today, 
in contrast, much smaller numbers of 
blacks come to America from Africa or 
the Caribbean and have no such prob-
lems. The reason is that they now come 
by choice and are highly selected to be 
individualists themselves. 

The Hispanic story is similar. The 
millions of migrants now overwhelming 
our southern border are fleeing collaps-
ing countries in Latin America. They are 
not choosing a life of freedom. They are 
simply seeking survival. So again, a clash 
of cultures and a painful adjustment are 
inevitable.
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Assimilation
In short, just anyone cannot come to 

America and expect immediate accep-
tance. There is no condition concern-
ing race or wealth, but there is about 
culture: only individualists will feel at 
home. Those who come from the non-
West without those attitudes must ac-
cept hard knocks until they learn to take 
care of themselves. Getting ahead and 
also democratic politics demand a view 
of life where people are competitive and 
basically self-reliant, make only limited 
and civil demands, and do not project re-
sponsibility for themselves onto others. 

The chief black problem is no longer 
racism but a way of life alien to this so-
ciety. Nothing stops the group from as-
similating to an individualist life. When 
they do that the race problem will fade. 
Yet change is hard. Studies suggest that 
it takes several generations for immi-
grants to fully acclimatize to America.21

Humanity displays no universal psy-
chology, so no society—not even Amer-
ica—can be a universal nation. America, 
rather, is simply an exemplar, for good 
or ill, of the individualist way of life. At 
its origin, that was all it ever aspired to 
be. America and the West have led the 
world only because no other region ever 
took on the individualist calling. It is a 
mountain that only Westerners ever as-
pired to climb.
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