November 22, 2020

During these divisive post-election days, school
lessons from younger years still have an influence
By Steve Horton
We grew up—or at least I did—trusting that things were done in an above-board
manner and that proper behavior would be followed. The girl who got the most
votes would be the Homecoming Queen, while the most popular boy (always a
football player in those days) would be crowned as the King.

When we had those elections for less exalted positions, such as hall monitor or
student council rep, the teacher would have us put our heads on the desk, cover our
eyes, and raise our hands for our preferred candidate.

I was only nominated a couple of times for an office and, thinking it the sporting
thing to do, voted for my opponent. I assumed they did the same.

In sports, we were told to play the game hard but fair, obey the rules, celebrate
victory with humility and accept defeat with grace, and—above all else—shake
hands with the other team when the contest was over.

The game was what mattered. And how you played it.

In those long-ago days, it never occurred to us—or at least to me—that a teacher
would not count the hands accurately or a coach would want us to cheat. After all,
they, along with older family members, the Sunday School instructors, and other
authority figures were the ones who conveyed this ethos and seemed to ‘practice
what they preached.’

Of course, we did not grow up in Shangri La nor, as kids, were we immune to such
deadly sins as jealousy and envy. Some of us—perhaps I being among them—might
make a snide remark about the winners, conjure up an excuse for our shortcomings,
and be tempted to bend the rules to help our cause

“She’s the teacher’s pet”… “He’s a brown-noser”… were among the petty thoughts
that might fog our minds and even escape our lips.

Still, despite such urges to castigate and rationalize, the gold standard was there as
far as trusting others to do the right thing and treating others in a decent manner.

In my readings of history and after nearly 70 years of life and living, I’m well
aware that this school-boy approach to the world is not always a prudent choice and
oftentimes doesn’t hold up too well when pitted against real-life events and
attitudes.

The rose-colored glasses were long ago set aside, replaced by a more hard-eyed
view of how far you can trust some people, how fairly we play our assorted games,
whether the rules are always followed, and whether to treat those on the opposing
side with respect.

Even so, those lessons from younger days still have their influence.

For good or ill, they’ve helped to guide my way through life. Given me a code of
conduct to follow, the nagging conscience that tugs at the coat sleeve to let me
know when I’ve strayed off course, and provided me a means to judge how well I’m
behaving as a person, foremost being the manner in which I treat others.

Of course, I’m not the only one who received these lessons at a tender age. I would
argue that they are a foundation to the shared values, accepted social norms, cultural
traditions, and rights and responsibilities of citizenship we hold in common with
others.

At the moment, in these post-election days, we find ourselves in a divided state-ofbeing, with differing viewpoints on what constitutes proper behavior, on where

loyalty and allegiance lies, and what ethical principles we adhere to as individuals, a
society, and a nation.

Given the contentious debate and alarming scenario that’s taking place, a multitude
of questions, in no order of importance, comes to mind.

Does every eligible American have the right to vote and to have that vote count?

Is it acceptable that when trying to register to vote and, if successful, casting a
ballot can only be accomplished after navigating an obstacle course of legal and
even physical barriers designed to discourage and disqualify?

Do facts matter? Does evidence matter? Or can they be summarily dismissed,
branded as “fake” and replaced by alternative ones?

Do we trust those local and state election officials of both political parties (as I once
trusted the teachers and coaches) to do the right thing, aware that each of them has
taken an oath of office to perform their task in a proper and legal fashion—or imply
that they’re a pack of election thieves?

Do we accept the long practice of declaring the candidate with the most votes the
winner or will a large number of people (accepting the premise that the election was
rigged across several states) now embrace a course of action where legislators,

voting their partisan advantage, can overrule the will of the majority? Do we
disqualify thousands upon thousands of voters with the goal of having the decision
made by U.S. House or by a majority of nine Supreme Court justices?

Is winning-at-any-cost more important than safeguarding our traditions of selfgovernment?

Does it matter anymore how we play the game or how we behave if the result goes
against us?

Do we shake hands or wave a clenched fist?

Well, it’s pretty evident that the answers for a goodly number of people will depend
on their preferred candidate. Still, the questions need asking, if for no better reason
than this definition that I came across:

“The American Dream is a national ethos of the United States, the set of ideals
(democracy, rights, liberty, opportunity and equality) in which freedom includes the
opportunity for prosperity and success, as well as an upward social mobility for the
family and children, achieved through hard work in a society with few barriers.”

How we realize and reach this aspiration, how we can best meet these ideals, how
we sustain and enhance them, is why we have elections, why voting matters, why

every American’s vote should be counted if cast, and why the outcome should be
accepted.

This is what’s fair. And what I trust will occur.
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