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Brunswick, ME   -  The more people I get to know well in life, the more I am convinced that there are, in humans, two distinctly different, and essentially incompatible, visions of the world.  It basically boils down to one question:  through which lens do you view the world?
It is not simply the old glass half full or half empty question.  Also it is more complex than whether one views humans as inherently evil or inherently good.  It seems to involve deeply ingrained perceptions of how a society should be organized.  Should a government take active measures to ensure the well-being of each member of its society by programs which redistribute wealth, or should citizens be allowed a sufficient degree of freedom to make what are perceived to be “bad” decisions with ensuing disparities in wealth?

Age appears to be a factor in how one answers this question, but it is only one of many considerations.   Several of my friends, particularly here in the Northeast, seem to be very comfortable supporting politicians who favor a cradle to grave “nanny state” in which the government attempts to guarantee freedom from poverty, access to free health care, and a wide swath of social programs designed to promote “fairness.”  If it is necessary to forcibly take money from some to help other (a.k.a., taxes), then so be it.
Other friends, who often live in the South, are appalled at such an approach to life.  They prefer to live in a society in which personal freedom reigns supreme in a rugged individualist manner.  They  see nothing wrong with some members of society amassing vast fortunes while others wonder where their next meal will come from. Those who are on the lower rungs of the economic ladder should be given every opportunity to climb that ladder, but access further up is not guaranteed.  In their minds, the phrase “equal opportunity” has the emphasis on “opportunity” as opposed to my other friends who tend to emphasize “equal.”
These competing world views seem to exist in every part of the world.  Regardless of the party labels, politics appear to break into two camps reflecting this divide.  In Australia, the Liberal Party is conservative; here in the U.S. “liberals” are anything but conservative.  Although many nations have a multitude of political parties with varying names, each of these parties can generally be classified as either “right” or “left” reflecting the world views I mentioned above.
Here in the U.S., when our Congress is “gridlocked” due to politicians becoming entrenched on opposite sides of an issue based on these inherent philosophical issues, many call for increased bipartisanship where each side gives something in return for some policies, any policies, to  be enacted.  I think that such a call reflects a certain degree of naiveté because, for basic core issues, both sides are more comfortable with no action than the policies or programs of the other side becoming the law of the land. 

Obviously, there are many issues facing our elected representatives which can be resolved by compromise between the competing sides.  Setting income tax rates, for example, invites compromise.  These are simply numbers which can be adjusted up and down.  Neither side may be in love with the resulting numbers, but few feel so strongly that they cannot accept a rate of 27% vs. 29%.  But issues which literally involve life and death, for example, the death penalty, are far more likely to harden positions on both sides.  There is little room for a middle ground solution.
The ongoing debate about health care in the U.S. is another topic which offers little chance for compromise.  Either you believe access to health care is a basic human right, guaranteed by universal health care coverage, or you do not.  Those who oppose such a national health care program worry that current American health programs and research will be fatally wounded by “socialized” medicine.

I do not presume to know the correct answer to the medical issue or many of the other areas of profound disagreement among those on the right and the left.  However, I do tend to oppose socialism, if only because the history of every country that has installed such programs has been an increase in misery for the vast majority of its citizens.  As more than one famous person has observed, “Income redistribution works great, until you run out of income to redistribute.”

I thought you might like to know.

E-R

