Midland Daily News

Get rid of the labels

By LAwRENCE W. REED

Americans are hung up on
labels. Everywhere you turn,
somebody is calling somebody
else a name — shorthand for
what the other person’s politi-
cal philosophy or ideclogical
leanings are perceived to be.

If labels inform then they can
be useful, but when they con-
fuse or distort, they’re worse
than useless. They are excuses
for people to stop thinking
and pigeonhcle others in a
fashion that may be quick and
convenient but superficial and
misleading.

Consider the tired dichotomy
of “liberals” versus “conserva-
tives.” A hundred years ago,
“liberal” described those who
put “liberty” first and were
wary of concentrating power.
Over the
course of the
20th century
in America,
it flip-flopped
into a term to
describe those
who favor more

government,

Lawrence W. at le?.st_ in eco-
nomic life.

Reed “Conser-

vative” is
sometimes used to tag one
who wants to preserve the
status quo, and at other times
to describe one who wants to
shake up the establishment
by introducing choice, markets
and competition.

The confusion only worsens
when the labelers go to work
on foreigners. When Mikhail
Gorbachev was introducing
reforms in the former Soviet
Union, he was referred to as
a “liberal” and his hard-line
Stalinist opponents were “con-
servative.” American conser-
vatives wondered why their
label was always attached to
figures that could be easily
demonized.

And how about the word
“moderate?” That’s been
sanctified to describe one
who occupies a lofty perch of
enlightened and thoughtful
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objectivity. Look closer and you
often find a person who hasn’t
done his homework, can’t make
up his mind or is afraid to take
a principled position. When he
finally does come to a conclu-
sion, it’s strikingly inconsistent
with other half-baked views
he holds.

If we must label people, I
suggest we do so in more mean-
ingful ways. Instead of using
one-size-fits-all monikers, we
should describe traits and
tendencies as they arise. For
starters: Why not differentiate
between those who are satis-
fied with rhetoric versus those
who demand results?

People who advocate gov-
ernment-directed efforts for
problems that were once
regarded as personal, private
or “civil society” responsibili-
ties often settle for rhetoric
alone. It doesn’t matter what
government programs actually
accomplish as long as they're
wrapped in what sounds like
good intentions.

People who advocate nongov-
ernmental solutions — chang-
es in attitudes and behavior,
strengthening of the family,
and the involvement of church-
es and private associations, for
example — are not typically
animated by rhetoric. They
are focused on results, and
they have the incredible story
of the American experience to
which they can proudly point.
It wasn't self-righteous breast-
beating that carved a great
civilization out of wilderness;
it wasn’t mere professions of
concern that fed, clothed and
housed more people at higher
levels than any other society in
history. It was strong families;
rugged self-reliance; effective
volunteer associations; com-
passion that was personalized,
not collectivized; wealth-creat-
ing private initiative; and risk-
taking entrepreneurship.

Here’s another way to cat-
egorize thinking: Those who
are happy with short-term
answers versus those who plan
for the long-run.

Some people think only of
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the here-and-now, what strikes
the eye, the present moment.
Others see further ahead and
recognize that quick fixes often
yield long-term disaster.

Once again we find those
who favor government “solu-
tions” coming up short. Want to
address poverty? Toss the poor
a government check. But those
who support nengovernment
solutions know the meaning of
the old adage, “Give me a fish
and I eat for a day; teach me to
fish and I eat for a lifetime.”

Yet another possible meth-
od of drawing distinctions:
Those who exhibit little inter-
est in liberty versus those who
understand that without lib-
erty, little else either matters
or is possible.

Some people are willing to
sacrifice liberty for the sake of
a handout. Others understand
that government has nothing
to give anybody except what it
first takes from somebody, and
any government big enough to
give you everything you want
is big enough to take away
everything you've got.

Ideas worth supporting are
those that are tested and found
worthwhile because they pro-
duce results, not rhetoric. Ideas
worth supporting do not mort-
gage the future for the sake of
the present, and they do not
treat other people’s liberty as
though it were so much scrap
paper waiting to be cleared
away.

If this approach compels
some to dig deeper and learn
more than what can fit on a
bumper sticker, public debate
will be better informed.
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