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The purpose of Mr. L'Abbé’s paper, as I understand it, is to propose a

method for "measuring the political and moral spectrums against Maritain’s

notions of the person and the common good." This leads him to define what

might be called a political-moral topology, i.e., a set of four political-moral

types or options (morally right-politically right, morally left-politically left,

morally right-politically left, morally left-politically right) in which,

presumably, one should be able to fit most or all of the well known political

and moral trends which can be observed in society.  He concludes that the

morally right-politically left option is the one that is most consistent with

Maritain's philosophy and that it "is the only responsible choice of the

religious person in the modern world."

I will contend that Mr. L'Abbé's proposal, whatever its other merits, is

flawed in two major respects.  First, it assumes that expression such as

"political left" and "political right" have a permanence of meaning which, in

fact, they do not have.  Second, it rests on a misuse of the concept of

"spectrum." 

The meaning of left and right in politics

The treatment given to the concepts of political right and political left

by Mr L'Abbé raises serious problems.
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Let us begin with his concept of the political right. In one instance, he

associates it with "pursuing laissez-faire economic policies." Further on, he

seems to equate it with "checking the free movement of individuals within the

community," by which he means, presumably, social, rather  than

geographical, mobility.  Mr. L'Abbé implicitly assumes that these two notions

are somehow linked together. Although the linkage has always been

emphasized by those who adopt a marxist (or socialist) interpretation of

history, it is a link which is not at all obvious, at least not to non-marxists.

Indeed, a case may easily be made that social mobility has always been much

greater in free market economies than in centrally-planned economies. It is,

after all, the U.S. model, not the USSR model, that best illustrates the concept

of social mobility. We have yet to hear about the Soviet equivalent of the

American self-made millionaire!

But there is another difficulty. What are we to understand by

"laissez-faire economic policies"?  Since the end of the Second World War,

we have been living in mixed economies where government expenditures as

a percentage of Gross National Product vary between 40 and 60 per cent and

where all significant industries are highly regulated.  In the age of Keynesian

economics, there is simply no such thing as "laissez-faire" policies. Even as

"right wing" a politician as Ronald Reagan who, before being elected viewed,
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governmental budgetary deficits (caused by non-laissez-faire policies) as

intrinsically evil, ended his career with the distinguished honour of having run

the largest deficits ever recorded in history.

As regards the political left, Mr. L'Abbé associates it with "socialism"

and "the promotion of the prerogatives of the community." The word socialism

means different things to different people and would require further definition

to be of any value in a topology such as outlined above. Depending on whether

one equates socialism with British trade unionism, Soviet central planning,

German social-democracy or Canadian Welfare Statism, one can arrive at very

different conclusions as to what is "the only responsible choice of the religious

person in the modern world." As for "the promotion of the prerogatives of the

community," it has historically been heralded by fascism, nationalism and

nazism, as well as by socialism, and, therefore, could hardly be used as a

means of discriminating between left-wing and right-wing politics.

The fact that one of Canada's mayor political parties claims to be both

"progressive" and "conservative" at the same time should perhaps serve to

remind us that there is no simple and easy way of distinguishing between left

and right in politics. 

Moreover, if there is one thing that the history of Canadian political

parties makes clear, it is that the meaning of those words changes radically

over time. At the
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end of the last century, the Conservatives were the party of the right and stood

for an important State role in building a national economy, a strong central

government and weak provinces, economic protectionism, less rather than

more immigration and close ties with the British Empire. In short, they could

be characterized as being relatively statist and nationalist.  The Liberals, on the

other hand, were the party of the left and stood for less government

intervention in the economy, "provincial rights," free trade with the U.S., more

rather than less immigration and some loosening of the British connection.

They could be characterized as relatively non-statist and non-nationalist.

Today, we find that both parties have reneged on their late XIXth

century philosophy of the state. It is the Conservatives who, by emphasizing

the need to reduce federal spending, to deregulate economic activity, to move

to free trade, and to allow for increased provincial powers have become

non-statist and non-nationalist. And it is the Liberals who, through their

support for protectionism (i.e. opposition to free trade), increased spending for

social programs and a stronger role for the federal government have become

statist and nationalist.

The upshot of all this is that if sweeping generalizations about the

political left and the political right are hardly suitable in the context of a single
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country's history, they are definitely not suitable for a topology claiming to be

applicable to all modern societies.

The concept of "spectrum"

The author states that it is appropriate to speak of a "moral spectrum"

although he admits that "it would be near impossible to give a satisfactory

account of the moral spectrum."  He defines "moral right" as preservation of

social institutions, and "moral left" as "liberalization" of such institutions and

"the right of individuals to place the pursuit of their own well-being above the

pursuit of the well-being of others." Now, if the placing of one's well being

above or below the well-being of others is the discriminating factor, then what

is meant by moral right and moral left is nothing more than "unselfishness"

and "selfishness." 

There is, of course, nothing wrong with giving new names to old

concepts. However, there is something awkward about putting moral concepts

on a left-right spectrum the way we do with political preferences. Is the

difference between being conservative-minded and liberal-minded in polities

of the same nature as that which exists between a selfish person and an

unselfish one? Mr. L'Abbé might well respond that there is nothing in his

paper which allows us to draw such a conclusion. Whether this is true or not,

the fact remains that resorting to the same word ("spectrum") to illustrate
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differences  in political attitudes and differences in moral attitudes suggests

that there is some analogy between these two sets of differences. 

It is this implicit analogy which is unacceptable. When we speak of a

political spectrum, what we have in mind is a range of attitudes which,

although they vary in degree, i.e., in terms of plus or more statism,

centralization, etc. are nevertheless equally defensible from a moral point of

view. This reflects the fact that politics consist in trade offs and compromises

between conflicting but legitimate objectives. Deals must be made because

there are many different but equally legitimate (i.d. moral) solutions. For

example, the Canadian government may agree to increase textile import quotas

to provide a market for developing countries, knowing that such an increase

will eventually put  some Canadian textile workers out of work. Alternatively,

it may reduce its quotas in order to reduce unemployment in Canada even

though this might increase unemployment in developing countries? Both

positions are probably equally defensible from a moral point of view and it is

precisely because of that that we can put them on a spectrum. 

In order to be able to speak of a moral spectrum, one would have to

assume that there is a range of moral attitudes which, although varying in

degree, are equally acceptable. But acceptable from what standard? To use

Mr. L'Abbé's
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example what is the standard by which selfishness and unselfishness could be

deemed equally acceptable?

An alternative approach 

If Mr. L'Abbé is seeking a means of understanding and analyzing

modern societies in a way which is consistent with Christian values my view

is that he is more likely to find it in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, the encyclical

letter on social and economic development released by John Paul II in January

1988. In this document, the pope states that the two major development

models that have been experienced in modern times i.e. liberal capitalism and

marxist collectivism, are both "imperfect" and must be "radically improved."

He also points to the fact that there is such a thing as "over-development" (i.e.

consumerism) which from the point of view of the human person can be as

crippling as underdevelopment. Finally, he proposes a list of nine criteria or

requirements that must be met in order to ensure the "integral development"

of a society. 

Among the criteria proposed by John Paul I1, there are some such as

the "freedom of economic initiative" (including private ownership of the

means of production) and respect for the right of the family which,

historically, have been associated with the political right. Others, however,

such as "justice in labour relations" and concern for the quality of the

environment have been associated with the political left.
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Inasmuch as the notions of "right" and "left" are used in ordinary

conversations, they tend to confuse things rather than clarify them. We might

be well advised to use them less rather than more.


