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WASHINGTON

Some political moments are like an 
X-ray—revealing down to the bone.

Here were Senate Republicans, poised 
for their first (and only) real legisla-
tive victory of the year. Tax overhaul, 
they knew, would be their main shot at 
shaping public perceptions of the GOP 
in the Trump era. The bill they were in 
the process of passing was utterly typical 
of Republican economic thinking—large 
tax reductions for corporations, broad 
income-tax relief for individuals and an 
increase in the child tax credit (deduct-
ible against income taxes). None of this 
surprising in the least.

Which was a problem. Insofar as 
blue-collar voters in places such as 
Pennsylvania and Ohio delivered unified 
Republican government, you would think 
their economic needs and struggles might 
find some central, or at least symbolic, 
place in the Republican agenda. So when 
Sens. Mike Lee, R-Utah, and Marco Ru-
bio, R-Fla., proposed an 
amendment to make the 
child credit fully deduct-
ible against payroll taxes 
(which are the taxes actu-
ally paid by the working 
poor), it was clearly good 
policy and good politics.

The measure ended 
up getting only 20 Re-
publican votes and was 
defeated 71-29.

How is this for sym-
bolism: In their tax bill, 
Senate Republicans gave 
a break to private jet owners, but refused 
to increase the corporate rate by 0.94 
percentage points to cover the cost of 
helping an estimated 12 million work-
ing-class families. 

The 20 percent corporate rate, Rubio 
and Lee were told, was sacrosanct, non-
negotiable—until the day after the vote, 
when President Trump conceded it may 
need to rise anyway. What drives many 
elected Republicans to embody every de-
structive, plutocratic stereotype? Do they 
really need to wear spats and a top hat 
every time they appear in public?

A good case can be made for reduc-
ing the corporate tax rate below the 24 
percent global average, making America 
a more competitive place to do business. 
And it is true that, in a progressive tax 
system, broad tax cuts will go dispropor-
tionately to people who pay a lot of taxes 
in the first place. But Senate Republicans 
were presented with a clear and conserva-
tive way to both seem 
and be more favorable 
to working-class fami-
lies. And they rejected 
it decisively.

It was foolish of 
Senate Republican 
leaders not to see 
the obvious political 
benefit of this change 
to a bill that is current-
ly unpopular. It was 
offensive that most 
Senate Democrats 

voted against the amendment, on the 
crassly partisan theory that nothing they 
oppose should be improved. It is even a 
bit disappointing that Lee and Rubio did 
not threaten to blow up the tax bill—any 
two Republican senators plus Bob Corker, 
R-Tenn., an announced “no,” could have 
done so—in order to get their amendment 
included.

It is true enough that many liber-
als would only be happy with tax-code 
changes that are frankly redistribution-
ist—designed to decrease inequality, even 
if overall economic growth were under-
mined. They think of the tax code as one 
way of addressing a structural injustice—
the injustice of modern capitalism, which 
favors wealth over wages.

In contrast, compassionate conser-
vatives (the few of us who remain) view 
healthy, sustained economic growth as 
a moral achievement—justly rewarding 
effort and enterprise and allowing society 
to be more generous to those in genuine 
need. (What poor and stagnant nation 
would undertake Medicaid or the Presi-
dent’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief?) 
But this is different than saying that 
economic freedom is always identical to 
the common good. Particularly in an in-
creasingly high-skill economy, it requires 
positive effort to (1) train as many people 
as possible for economic participation, (2) 
ensure that lower skill work can still re-
sult in a dignified life (through measures 
such as the earned income tax credit), 
(3) encourage the stability of families 
(through, for example, the child credit) 
and (4) increase the scale of private and 
religious efforts to meet society’s desper-
ate human needs (addiction, homeless-
ness, etc.).

The goal of a compassionate conserva-
tism is not economic leveling but social 
solidarity—an economic system that 
allows everyone to live lives of dignity. On 
the best historical and economic evi-
dence, this is achieved through a mixed 
economy—allowing the freedom to create 
wealth, but depending on government 
and civil society to humanize an imper-
fect human system (as all human systems 
are imperfect).

The balance here is not always easy to 
determine. But most 
elected Republicans 
don’t seem moved or 
motivated by either 
equality or solidarity—
at least if the damning 
defeat of Lee-Rubio is 
any indication.

Michael Gerson 

writes for the Wash-

ington Post. His email 

address is michaelger 

son@washpost.com.

Is Janesville a successful city?
City Manager Mark Freitag raised that 

question, at least in our minds, as part 
of Sunday’s front-page story about policy 
updates the city is making to help the down-
town.

Freitag referenced a 2016 story in The At-
lantic magazine, “Eleven signs a city will suc-
ceed,” noting one of the signs is the presence 
of craft breweries. Janesville has two of 
them, and the story’s author, James Fallows, 
calls them “perhaps the most reliable” of all 
the indicators. He adds, “You may think I’m 
joking, but just try to find an exception.”

Fallows and his wife learned the differ-
ences between success and failure during 
a 54,000-mile journey across the United 
States in a single-engine plane. They hopped 
from city to city (though didn’t pass through 
Janesville) and wrote several pieces for The 
Atlantic. We examined Fallows’ criteria and, 
from our admittedly biased vantage point, 
are happy to report Janesville meets many of 
them.

Perhaps the one exception is the first sign 
on Fallows’ list: Divisive national politics 
seem a distant concern. But in all fair-
ness, how many cities have a Congressional 
representative who is speaker of the House? 
Furthermore, many locals are less obsessed 
about national politics than outsiders who 
occasionally parachute into Janesville to 
protest, study the city or otherwise seek 
attention.

Much of this attention is out of Janes-
ville’s control, but residents and local leaders 
should take to heart Fallows’ assessment: 
“Overwhelmingly, the focus in successful 
towns was not on national divisions but on 
practical problems that a community could 
address. The more often national politics 
came into local discussions, the worse shape 
the town was in.”

Janesville does better with other markers 
on Fallows’ list. Fallows says successful cities 
have a downtown, and they have big plans 
and public-private partnerships.

The ARISE initiative is exhibit A in demon-
strating Janesville residents value down-
town and have big plans for it. And without 
public-private partnerships, ARISE likely 
wouldn’t exist.

Janesville shows other signs of success, 
too, such as having a community college 
(UW-Rock County and Blackhawk Technical 
College) and unusual schools (the collection 
of Janesville School Districts’ charter schools 
comes to mind).

Janesville is also near a research univer-
sity (UW-Madison). The technology start-up 
SHINE Medical Technologies, which hopes 
to open a manufacturing plant in Janesville, 
began at the UW-Madison College of Engi-
neering.

Some markers offered by Fallows are en-
tirely subjective, and it’s debatable whether, 
for example, Janesville makes itself open to 
immigrants and minority groups. Janesville 
isn’t exactly a multicultural mecca, while 
Fallows argues being inclusive is important 
for retaining a community’s “brightest young 
people” and attracting “talented outsiders.”

Out of the 11 signs, Janesville’s greatest 
work-in-progress is perhaps its civic story. 
Fallows says successful cities have a story, 
whether myth or reality. For years, Janesville 
viewed itself as a hard-working, blue-collar 
town, and it still largely is, but the former 
GM plant’s closure forced Janesville to re-
think its civic story. This city remains in tran-
sition, figuring out how to prosper without a 
dominant industry or manufacturer.

Which leads us back to the original ques-
tion: Is Janesville a successful city? It has the 
right attributes, and it’s certainly striving to 
become a success, and that’s what matters 
most.
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‘White Christmas’ worthy  
of a standing ovation

On Friday, my family attended “White 
Christmas” at Parker High School. This 
weekend we’ll see “A Christmas Carol” at 
the Janesville Performing Arts Center. We 
are so lucky to have fantastic theater right 
here in Rock County.

If, like me, you are wondering how high 
school students can capture the magic, 
song and dance and essence of a classic 
like “White Christmas”—stop wondering 
and go see it! You will be amazed by this 
BIG song and dance show and the talent.

I expected good, I even expected great—
it’s amazing. I’m not one to stand at every 
production. “White Christmas” had me on 
my feet for a standing ovation. Get your 
tickets in advance and enjoy some holiday 
theater!

BECKY WEBER-JOHNSON
Janesville

Rock County deserves  
a sheriff with integrity

Elected officials are, and should be, 
held to a higher standard than the average 
citizen. We look to them to set an exam-
ple and rarely have the need to question 
their judgment or competence. What is 
a community to do when one of those 
elected officials appears to use his power 
to impede an investigation? How can we 
have confidence in a sheriff if he continues 
to interfere?

Whether the investigation found his be-
havior to be criminal or not, it is at worst 
extremely unethical and at best extremely 
poor judgment. Either way, Rock County 
Sheriff Robert Spoden has demonstrated 
his ability to set aside ethical judgment 
when it personally suits him.

His arrogance and unapologetic tone 
are also worrisome. Any other deputy who 
acted in such a manner would be repri-
manded for violating standard policy and 
procedures of Rock County and that of any 
other policing agency. 

When Sheriff Spoden decided to “act 
on behalf of the party-goers and their 
parents,” he stopped acting like a sheriff 
and should have recused himself from 
any official county capacity. How can our 
community have confidence in our Rock 
County sheriff, his credibility, his honesty 
or his competency?

For the community’s best interest, 
Spoden should immediately step down or 
at least not seek re-election next year. Rock 
County deserves a sheriff with integrity!

BRAD CHESKE
Beloit

Sexual harassment should 
be taken seriously

Mitt Romney commented that “inno-
cent until proven guilty (of sexual harass-
ment) is for criminal convictions, not elec-
tions.” That needs elaboration, as at least 
one conservative columnist apparently did 
not understand it. 

The presumption of the innocence of 
the accused leads directly to the assump-
tion that the victim is lying. There are rea-
sons for this in court that are not compel-
ling in other circumstances, particularly in 
elections.

A false accusation is a terrible thing. 
So is harassment. Both attack the victim’s 
self-worth and their value in the eyes of 
others. It damages lives and careers both 
ways. At this point, I’m guessing there 
are a hundred instances of harassment 
for each false accusation. There are many 
situations where our society expects a 
woman to take risks in a relationship, but 
it is abhorrent that a man should have to 
do the same. Even under Islamic Sharia 
law, the word of a man is equal to that of 
two women. How many women should it 
take in America?

It is up to each political party to hold 
its own leaders accountable for sexual or 
other misconduct. If you are vocal about 
the other party and excusing of your own, 
it would be better if you just banged a 
bucket. Non-stop accusation has worked 
very well as a campaign strategy, but it has 
not helped the country. 

Even the entertainment industry is 
taking harassment by its own top people 
seriously. We should too: personally, local-
ly and nationally.

DAVID RIECK
Janesville

MICHAEL  

GERSON

Speak your mind
Write a letter to the editor

What are your thoughts?
     Send us a letter about this
     or any other current issue.
     Address letters to:
     The Gazette
     1 S. Parker Drive
     P.O. Box 5001
     Janesville, WI 53547-5001
     or send e-mail to:
     letters@gazetteextra.com
                           (word limit 250 words)

What drives many elected Republicans to 

embody every destructive, plutocratic stereo-

type? Do they really need to wear spats and a 

top hat every time they appear in public?

 A question  
for Janesville  
to consider

With tax bill vote, Republicans  
revealed their inner plutocrat


