By Huma Yusuf

THEMATH OF LIFE

i l The Herald, October 2005

teven D. Levitt, hailed as the

brightest young economist in

the US, describes himself as a
rogue. According to the Wall Street
Journal, “if Indiana Jones were an
economist, he'd be Steven Levitt”.
Thanks to the publication of
Freakonomics: A Rogue Econonrist
Explores the Hidden Side of Everything,
Levitt has earned quile a reputation
among the world's esteemed
economists: in the company of
stodgy l{:edroimurs who are
compelled to quantify everything,
Levitt comes across as a playboy, a
wild card, a maverick. In fact, inan

pl v note that p des the
text, Levitt is compared to a bookie,
documentary film-maker and
forensic investigator. His credentials
- “Harvard undergrad, a PhD from
MIT, a stack of awards” - are tossed
aside to highlight the fact that Levitt
is far more interested in
crime and pop culture than in
monetary matters. No doubt,
Freakonomics aims to promote “soft’
©CONOMIcs, a qui i
for those who shudder at the
thought of tariffs and demand-
supply curves. Unfortunately,
, the book ends up defeating
its own purpose as lay readers — the
target audience — will be more
intmigued by Levitt's personality and
the questions he poses in his book
rather than the method he
employs to derive his usions.
To maintain an image of Levitt as

the last of the freethinkers,
Freakonomics boasts that “this bool
indeed has no ‘unifying theme™.
Instead, it consists of a series of
unrelated ions, Iy
relevant to everyday life, that Levitt
answers by using an economist’s
penchant for analysing numbers.
The questions he asks range from
the ridiculous to the sublime: how
does the Ku Klux Klan resemble a
group of real estate agents? Why do

drug dealers still live with their
motl rs;}l':hal makes a

t? The answers to ies,
which Levitt proffers only amﬁ
long-winded statistical exercise, are

mundane reinstatements of
fundamental truths. In many ways,
Freak ics does no more
remind us that the modern world is
driven only by suitable incentives,
that conventional wisdom is often
flawed, that dramatic effects
frequently have subtle causes, that
experts in any field manipulate their
= E:;inrmtinual advantage” to serve

ir own agenda and, most
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Of course, those who use common
sense would probably reach similar

FREAKONOMIGS

A ROGUE ECONOMIST EXPLORES
THE HIDDEN SIDE OF EVERYTHING
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Freakonon A.Rogue conclusions without having to launch
Economist Explores the an analytical research project Indeed,
dden Side of Everything at times it can seem as if Levitt is
D. Levitt and being patronising, For instance, he
_eonﬂln J E'ul!;ln:: analyses the wording of house-for-
ﬂl!én Lane saleadmhlixrn:‘msasg;j!l:;m
n, 2005 determine that real estate agents get a
higher price for their own homes than
comparable homes owned by their

dlients. According to Levitt, agents lack the incentive to push for a higher
selling price on their clients” homes because an “agent stands to personally
gain an additional 150 dollars by selling your house for 10,000 dollars more,
which isn’t much reward for a lot of extra work." Eventually, Levitt deduces
that incentives, monetary or otherwise, drive activity. No surprises here.
That said, it would be niggardly to undermine all the innovative answers
that Levitt is able to coin by using his ‘freakish’ science, “a novel way of
looking, ofdiscemjn%enf measuring™. In what is probably Levitt's most
provocative chapter, he delves into the ‘real’ reason that crime rates across
America dropped drastically during the 1990s. According to conventional
wisdom, crime went down for a variety of reasons: innovative policing,
kmgﬁ:r jail terms, weaker drug markets, tougher gun control laws, increased
visibility of law enforcers and a strong economy. Through a robust research
activity, Levitt statistically undermines each of these reasons. He then
attributes the decrease in crime to the 1973 Supreme Court ruling in Roe 0.
Wade which resulted in legalised abortion across the US. His reasoning is
disarmingly simple: unwanted children are more likely to indulge in
criminal activities. Those children who would have been born in 1973 if Roe
v. Wade had not been impl ted would probably have begun thei
criminal careers during their late teens in the 19905,
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Roe v. Wade. And indeed, those eariy-legalizing states saw crime
begin to fall earlier than the other 45 stafes and fe District of
Coltmbia. Between 1988 and 1994, violent crime in the early-
legalizing states fell 13 per cent compared to the other staies.”

In light of Levitt's inquisiti , wit and enthusiastic intellect, it seems
to criticise Freakonpmics. Atumﬂmugiutsemsasﬁwnlsgmltyuf
trait he deplores in those who edify conventional wisdom:
genﬂsmg,lnanmhenmebnﬂmﬂchnp&rmﬂgdmﬁemucsofagmd
E:mwwnsumlmsﬂmgoodgmmapmuvemm
ckground rather than attentive ting ensure a child’s success. Those
reading the book review section of this magazine will be relieved to hear that,
according to statistics, a child brought up in a house contzining many books is
bound to succeed later in life. Interestingly enough, it is irrelevant whether the
dnﬂdmads&\ebmksbemuse}nssmsdemmbvﬁm[adﬂmhls

parents are the type of people to own many books —naturall f\%
wea.l
ah’ club

thy college graduates with a regard for education.

ls that parents whose i mww};lg{; literature stems from Opr:

fact that Madonna writes children's fiction cannot influence their
future suocess, Sud\ableakoutlwkdoesnothleemﬁmmunld\c
human and ambition. Many parents, especially in the ot‘ld,
WMamlﬁmhlr&ﬂdmﬂlmhnmmethum
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background. In fact, the sheer force of human grit and desire is the only thing
missing from Levitt's fascinating - occasionally freaky — formula. m
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