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My friend Maggie, who lives down the street, stopped by the other afternoon for a glass of wine on our back porch. As she sat down, she hit me with a question: “What kind of country do these tea-partiers want?” She took a sip of North Mountain and then answered her own question, “Certainly no country that would tolerate anyone like me.”
A few days earlier, lounging on the beach of an exotic Caribbean country, my daughter looked up at me over her sunglasses and asked an equally profound question: “If you weren’t an American, what nationality would you want to be?”

Though neither of these women were aware of it, at the time I was desperately searching for a light-hearted topic with which I could regale my July Courier’s readers. In the stultifying summer heat, it took me a few days to grasp the link between these two off-the-cuff inquiries. 
That’s when I realized that the American people’s attention is riveted this summer on fashioning a new United States of America, one to their particular liking, one that addresses their values, one that returns us the essential core of the Founding Fathers’ vision. 
Being a nation of strong individualists, it’s hardly surprising that we should give a serious look at recasting our nation in our own image—or images. It’s the plural—images—where the difficulties lie. We customize our license plates, our t-shirts, and even our M&Ms, why not our country?
Are Our Differences Reconcilable?
The first task in reconstructing our national identity is to determine what everybody wants. Some naively think this is what democratic elections are for, but alas no. 
Following the dichotomy used commonly by the mass media, I examined the two main streams of thought now fighting for ascendancy in the national revamping process. To accomplish the task, I chose a handful of issues to illustrate the divide, recognizing that non-cooperative individuals tend to take a little or reject a little from each camp. 
The two main groups are: 1) Tea Party Members, Conservatives, Republicans; and 2) Liberals, Progressives, Democrats. I then devoted hours of serious research to examining each body’s views on six controversial topics: social issues, immigration, the role of Federal government, education, health care, and energy policy. These findings are presented somewhere in this newspaper, I think. Look toward the back.

My conclusions from this exhaustive effort, are that no, there is no way to reconcile the ideological and cultural differences between these opposing factions. In fact, if either body gets its way without compromise, we’re doomed.

How Liberals and Progressives See Life in a Tea Party America. Without our Federal Tax Dollars at work, many of the goals and beliefs of the political right will simply be unworkable. Without Federal roads, air-controllers, and public construction projects, interstate and global commerce will cease to exist for inland Americans. While abortions may decline, the number of women and infants dying as a result of poor or unaffordable medical care could return to 1910 levels. Without Federal assistance, the toll in human life and property damage in the wake of natural and man-made disasters will be calamitous, making Katrina seem like a model of efficiency. Without foreign guest workers to tend to crops, American fruits and vegetables will have to be imported from countries who have adopted the labor laws and global shipping policies that allow them to distribute fresh produce and other products. Even coastal residents will have difficulty obtaining goods by sea due to ongoing oil spills and unregulated drilling.
How Conservatives See Life in a Progressive America. Between the rampant practice of abortion, same-sex marriages, and the influx of unfiltered immigrants the white race will all but disappear in America. White men will be put on the endangered species list. With the absence of educable children, the schools questions become moot. The dearth of white men will wreck havoc on small business as well as in the boardrooms of giant corporations, where they figured prominently in the past. Corporate leaders, trembling in their boots under government regulations and White House shakedowns, will flee to academia for refuge. As a result, taxation of the rich will be insufficient to cover the endless needs of the low-taxed middle and lower classes. The end of off-shore drilling will deprive the nation of energy, and while wind and solar power will be helpful during the day, they are useless at night. With a reduced military, Islam hordes will invade the United States and our grandchildren will become Muslim.
Obviously there is no way for these disparate belief systems to come together. E unibus plurum is likely to be printed on America’s future currency, or what’s left of it. 

Nevertheless, I have plucked a nugget of common ground from my study. This is the deep respect both groups and all of those falling somewhere in between hold for the U.S. Constitution. This venerable 223-year old document miraculously encompasses whatever ideology or actions Americans decide to adopt. It is this wisely-crafted, if somewhat unwieldy, apparatus that appears to hold us all together despite our manifold differences. One wonders, sometimes, if its flexibility isn’t its greatest virtue. 

Creating the Perfect Country
I now address the second question raised in this month’s column: if not an American, then what? In establishing criteria for selecting a perfect adopted country, I’ve established a few criteria. I’m trying to be objective and hard-headed about this, identifying the non-personal, quantifiable things that are important to me. My choices are: universal health care; high value on education, minimal military expenditures; and high return on my tax dollar. 

(The observant reader will note that I’ve left out freedom, the one dimension of our national experience thousands of Americans have died for and the core monopoly we hold, as touted by every politician of every stripe. I’ve omitted it because I don’t know what freedom means. If and when I figure it out, it will merit a column all by itself.)
HEALTH CARE. France comes out on top or in the top three in all six measures of health care across the globe in a 2009 study conducted by the UN’s World Health Organization. The US ranked from 24th to 37th among the world’s industrial nations. The French live longer than the rest of us, they are more likely not to die from preventable diseases, and their wine and cheeses are better. This sounds great, until you look at their income tax rates—up to 50 percent—plus a mysterious Social Tax of 21 percent.
EDUCATION. It galls me that the US places such a low premium on education and that our students’ math and science scores on uniform tests routinely fall below those of all but the most beleaguered of nations. We criticize our current president for appearing to be “cerebral” and “intellectual,” and pine for past presidents we would have liked to share a beer with. This is particularly unsettling at a time when most of our nation’s problems are described by pundits as “very, very complicated,” e.g., derivatives and short selling on Wall Street; shutting down a runaway oil spill a mile down in the Gulf of Mexico; and the 1990-page national health care act of 2010.
When it comes to education, it’s natural that my thoughts would turn to Finland, whose 15-year-olds outpaced the rest of the world in all science and mathematics tests. It isn’t lack of education that’s driving down American performance, but rather the quality of the education they receive, studies by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) indicate. Fifty-two percent of US students complete high school, but the highest level of high school attainment is the Czech Republic at 75 percent of the population. At the college level and beyond, the United States graduates the highest percentage of its population, 27 percent, compared with 13 percent for Finland. Maybe Finland thinks some children can or should be left behind.
Other problems associated with becoming a Finn include the need to master their perplexing Finno-Ugric language and that famous midnight sun in summer. And then there’s the growing alcohol problem.
MILITARY budget. As an ex-hippy, US military expenditures always rile me. In 2009, our defense/war budget was $661 billion, comprising 43 percent of the world’s $1,531 trillion military spending and 4.3 percent of our Gross Domestic Product. Oh, would that we were China, ranking only second, with $100 billion, or 6.6 percent of the world’s total commitment to arms and 2.2 percent of its GDP. I’d even consider France at $67 billion (2.3 % GDP) or foe-less Finland ($3.8 billion (1.3 % GDP). 
Returning briefly to China, any temptation one might have to take up citizenship there is offset by the high number of executions, 492 in 2009, Amnesty International reports. This is not only the most of any country in the world, it even beats out Texas (15 in 2009, 460 since 1976). 

TAXES. Ben Franklin was wrong. Taxes are not as certain as death. If you’re an Albanian or an Afghani, for instance, there is no income tax at all—no roads, no schools, no health care, but no taxes. According to OECD figures from 2005, Danes pay the highest taxes, up to 60 percent. Socialist democracies of Western Europe typically bear the highest tax burden, but in return they get health care, college educations, housing allowances, and vacations for their tax dollars. The US Federal tax rate is listed in this study as about average among nations, taxing from 0 to 35 percent. For this, we get the largest, best equipped armies in the world. 
I should note here that Israel is a country worth looking into. In 2009, our government provided this ally with at least $70 million a day in military aid. Along with non-military aid, we gave Israel $3 billion last year, which is one-fifth of our foreign aid budget and amounts to $500 to each Israeli. Plus, Israel gets to do anything it wants to without reprimand. You might want to add Israel to your list of possibilities.
Having assembled and analyzed this vast amount of data, I am leaving it to each reader to decide the best non-American nationality to take on if forced change his or her citizenship. I myself see no good alternatives, as each has its plusses and minuses, and climate preferences must also be taken into account. 

My overall conclusion, from these two related studies, is that there is no perfect country. None exists where you can expect to have your every political position adopted, every social preference honored. There’s no place on earth where your neighbor’s views will mesh with yours completely, and very few where you can truly be independent of or unaffected by those who share your spot on the earth. And only one place where everyone you know is cheering on Stephen Strasburg and the Nats and looking forward to home-grown sweet corn in a couple of weeks—no matter what their political views. That’s called the American Way of Life and that’s what I’d hate giving up the most.
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