Elections, Economics, and Entropy
by

Eyes Right

Washington, DC   -   The 2008 Presidential election is now history.  In this uneasy interval of democracy, when the sitting President is truly lame-duck, and the President-elect remains out of the decision-making loop, it is impossible to forecast exactly what lies ahead.
There have been, however, statements and hints which may give us some idea of what to expect.  One such concept which surfaced late in the election campaign is “income redistribution.”  Basically candidate Obama, in the now famous exchange with “Joe the Plumber,” while campaigning in Ohio, explained that, if elected, he wanted “to spread the wealth around.”  Republicans immediately seized on this admission as evidence that Obama’s core principles involve heavy doses of socialism, if not outright Marxism, in which distribution/redistribution of wealth follows the dictum, “from each according to his ability, and to each according to his need.”  Their warnings fell mostly on deaf ears.
The problem for the United States adopting a socialist path is that the system, while plausible in theory, never seems to work when put into play involving actual humans.  It is difficult, if not impossible, to point to a working socialist model on a large scale, such as a large nation, the former U.S.S.R., or even a small country, such as Cuba.  Although most citizens are not adverse to a limited amount of sharing, there is always resistance to the forced transfer of wealth from those who work, who are willing to take risks, who show up, to those who routinely do less work, or are perceived to be doing less work.  The result is a steady progression toward a least common denominator driven society, in which there is no incentive to excel.  No amount of political cheerleading can replace incentives for excellence, and that usually translates, in one form or another, to financial rewards.

I see this exact dynamic at work daily in my classroom.  Students rarely invest time without the prospect of award.  That pay-off is usually in grades, although gold stars and words of praise are still hot commodities even at the high school level where I teach.  Why study, or do homework, or even read a textbook, if the only outcome is that everyone in the class will receive the same reward?   
I recently gave this scenario to my Physics class:   “Ok, the election is now over.  So that we can better understand the concept of income redistribution, let’s pursue a grade redistribution policy here.  There is good news for those of you with D’s and F’s.   Tomorrow your grades will be raised, all past sins of not studying, not coming for extra help, not doing homework, will be forgiven, and each of you will have C’s.  But there is bad news.  Those of you with A’s and B’s, those who have done all of your work, studied at night when others have gone out or goofed around, will tomorrow now also have C’s.  Those currently with C’s will keep your C’s, but you will not be able to improve those grades, even if you work extremely hard from this point on.  But you will also not have to worry about sliding back to a D or F, because, no matter how little you work, your C will remain.”

The students reacted with shock, smiles, and nodding of heads.  They got it.  What came next was something more of a shock as I said, “Ok, now let’s vote on it!” 

One of my A students immediately raised her hand and loudly complained, “Wait a minute.  I’ve seen the latest grade sheet.  There are more students here with D’s and F’s than those of us with A’s and B’s.  If we vote on this, we are about to be cheated out of our hard work!”
“Now you are beginning to understand some of the inherent challenges of a democracy,” I replied.  “Without a solid, existing Constitution, immune from the tyranny of the majority, you have no protection against this type of take-over by the have-nots stealing all from the haves.  This is, of course, nothing more than the social application of the Second Law of Thermodynamics, or Entropy. Whenever there is a gradient, be it economic or financial, everything ultimately seeks the common ground of the lowest level.  Whether it be a mountain, or a large bankroll, you cannot fight the Second Law.  Get used to it!”
So, yet another exciting lesson in Physics/Life for my students.  Thanks, President-elect Obama!
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