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Springfield, VA – I hope that on this day most Americans stop for a few moments to reflect on the accident of birth.  During this past year I have been fortunate to have had the opportunity to travel to several countries in Asia and Africa.  In each of these nations, I have seen poverty first-hand – and lots of it.   Babies born in these nations, such as India, Nepal, or Morocco are the same human beings as born in the United States, but the lives of these children are dramatically different – and often shorter.  Where you are born determines so much of your future existence here on Earth.  Much of what happens to you is truly an accident of birth.
Obviously the same set of rules applies to those born in any given country.  Here in the United States, for example, children born with, and raised by, two parents have historically had improved opportunities over those raised in a single parent household. There are certainly exceptions.  One of the current Republican candidates for President, Ben Carson, somehow managed to escape both extreme poverty and the challenges of a single mother to rise to great heights professionally as a world-renowned brain surgeon.   He may even become our next President.  There are numerous other examples in all fields, and, obviously, the character and drive of the single parent is a major factor, but, in general, it is extremely difficult to experience “the good life” when facing such adversity.  

Family wealth is another factor which plays a major role in how a child does later in life, at least in capitalist societies.  Although money per se is certainly no guarantor of success for a child, it does open doors and provides opportunities often not available to the less well-off.  Access to “good” schools is a major advantage, whether it be private schools or the ability to move to a location where public education is excellent.  Parents with sufficient means to hire tutors or to place children in prep courses for SAT exams can often improve the chances of their children to gain access to preferred universities.
In some societies in which I have traveled, the social status of the parents becomes a major factor in the lives of their children.  Both the class system in Britain and the caste regime in India are alive and well and do much to affect which paths are available to children in these defined groupings within those nations.

Perhaps the greatest advantage one child can have over another is a set of loving parents who nurture and support.  As a baby emerges from the womb, it has no control over its immediate future – it is totally dependent on its parents – or whosoever takes the responsibility of raising this child.  Not every child is lucky in this regard.  If the parents are abusive or have substance abuse issues or …..you can fill in the blank, there is little hope for that child to be nurtured to have a chance for a successful outcome.  Of course, much of that “successful outcome” will later be dependent on the child and what decisions it makes in the course of its own life, but “getting a leg up” from good parents certainly helps.
So, as you sit down this year during this Thanksgiving season to reflect on what you should be thankful for, before you think of good health, a satisfying job…..whatever…. I recommend that you pause to consider your own accident of birth.  I am not certain why some of us have been so blessed in this regard, while others have been far less fortunate, but it is something over which we had absolutely no control….it is something which was given to each of us….it is our private, unique heritage.

I hope that yours was as wonderful a gift as mine.
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

