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WASHINGTON

Let’s assume, just for a moment, 
that the great political leaders of the 
past were not cynical, deluded or de-
ceptive when they talked about morali-
ty and religion. Let’s posit that, at least 
in some instances, they were not just 
striking poses but making arguments.

Early in 1939, President Franklin 
Roosevelt delivered his State of the 
Union address in an atmosphere 
charged with menace. Germany 
had just occupied the Sudetenland. 
Kristallnacht was recent news. Roos-
evelt was beginning to prepare Ameri-
cans for the exertions of a global war.

Yet FDR did not begin his address 
by talking about rearmament. “There 
comes a time in the affairs of men,” 
he said, “when they must prepare to 
defend not their homes alone but the 
tenets of faith and humanity on which 
their churches, their 
governments, and 
their very civilization 
are founded.” At that 
moment of national 
testing, Roosevelt felt 
it necessary to clar-
ify and reaffirm the 
transcendent commit-
ments that undergird 
self-government.

He identified three 
of them: Religion, 
which “gives the 
individual a sense of his own dignity 
and teaches him to respect himself by 
respecting his neighbors.” Democracy, 
which is the “covenant among free 
men to respect the rights and liberties 
of their fellows.” And “international 
good faith,” which “springs from the 
will of civilized nations of men to 
respect the rights and liberties of other 
nations of men.”

Our public and political life, Roo-
sevelt assumed, is ultimately a reflec-
tion or echo of our spiritual life. Here 
I use “spiritual” broadly to mean a set 
of beliefs that challenge our natural 
egotism and cause us to respect the 
rights and dignity of others. A democ-
racy especially is based on generally 
held convictions about the nature and 
equality of human beings. Its idealism 
is inherent.

A few years later, as World War 
II raged, the Catholic philosopher 
Jacques Maritain took up this argu-
ment. “Right political experience,” he 
said, “cannot develop in people unless 
passions and reason are oriented by a 
solid basis of collective virtues, by faith 
and honor and thirst for justice.” In 
particular, it is the “urge of love” which 
allows us “to surmount the closed 
borders of the natural social groups—
family group and national group—and 
extended it to the entire human race.”

In the absence of a “democrat-
ic state of mind,” warned Maritain, 
“nothing is easier for political counter-
feiters than to exploit good principles 
for purposes of deception.” “Moreover,” 

he said, “nothing is easier for human 
weakness than to merge religion with 
prejudices of race, family or class, col-
lective hatred, passions of a clan.”

What can be learned from that 
distant world facing an existential 
threat? Our crisis is so different. Yet it 
is a crisis of the “democratic state of 
mind.” What voices and institutions 
are proclaiming and defending the “te-
nets of faith and humanity” that make 
democracy both pleasant and possible?

For many secular liberals, such lan-
guage is inherently suspect. On what 
basis can any set of beliefs be preferred 
above another? Democracy requires, in 
this view, not just a political pluralism 
but a pluralism of values. Such a posi-
tion is absurdly lacking in self-aware-
ness. 

A commitment to pluralism is itself 
a value, which must be preferred above 
other values such as, say, the interests 
of a master race or the dictatorship of 
the proletariat. The democratic faith 
now emerges from more diverse sourc-
es—both religious and non-religious—
than Roosevelt might have imagined. 
But it is still a moral and spiritual 
commitment that must be taught in 
order for any democracy worthy of the 
name to survive.

Yet also try to imagine Maritain—
who helped draft the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights—trying to speak to a Repub-
lican Lincoln Day dinner about the 
“urge to love” extending to the entire 
human race. Globalist! Conservative 
media is in love with a “political coun-
terfeiter.” Conservative religious lead-
ers regularly and shamelessly merge 
their faith with collective hatreds and 
the passions of a clan.

Our political renewal must some-
how begin here, in recovering the dem-
ocratic spirit—in confidently encourag-
ing the decency, compassion and spirit 
of sacrifice that can alone overcome 
egotism and tribalism. That is a task 
for both individuals and institutions—
the essential preparation for all other 
democratic tasks. The largest obstacle 
is individual—the high barrier of our 
own doubt.

In his poem “September 1, 1939,” 
W.H. Auden felt the hopes of a “low 
dishonest decade” expiring and com-
pared his generation to children “lost 
in a haunted wood.” 

His conclusion? “We must love one 
another or die.”

Michael Gerson writes for the 
Washington Post. His email address is 
michaelgerson@washpost.com.

Americans love their national parks. Last 
year, these lands attracted 331 million peo-
ple—a record number and an increase of 7.7 
percent over 2015. But that love is a mixed 
blessing for the parks.

Visitors expect to be provided with roads, 
bridges, trails, restrooms, campgrounds, 
water fountains and more. The more people 
come, the more it costs to keep up the infra-
structure that facilitates enjoyment of these 
rare and precious places.

Unfortunately, the funds needed for these 
needs are not keeping pace with visitor 
traffic. The national parks have a backlog 
of more than $11 billion in deferred main-
tenance—things that need to be repaired, 
renovated or replaced.

With the federal budget running a $666 
billion deficit in the fiscal year that just 
ended, the National Park Service is not about 
to get a huge infusion of money from the 
Treasury. So the Interior Department has 
proposed a more plausible source: higher 
fees for the people who use the parks.

The increase would apply at 17 of the most 
popular parks, including Yellowstone, the 
Grand Canyon, Shenandoah and Acadia, 
during peak months. Currently, a seven-day 
pass costs just $25 or $30 for a carload of 
parents and kids. Under this proposal, the 
fee would rise to $70 for each private vehi-
cle, with each motorcycle charged $50 and 
pedestrians and cyclists $30 per person.

That $70 may sound steep, but for a fam-
ily of four spending a week inside, it works 
out to $2.50 per person per day. A one-day 
ticket at the gate for Great America, by com-
parison, costs $54.99 for children and $74.99 
for adults. And let’s not even talk about Walt 
Disney World.

For most people who travel to see Old 
Faithful or Half Dome, the additional cost 
would be a tiny part of their total outlay. 
Shawn Regan, a research fellow at the Prop-

erty and Environment 
Research Center in 
Bozeman, Mont., has 
written, “Studies in 
Yellowstone and Yo-
semite show that en-
trance fees make up 
only 1.2 to 1.5 percent 
of visitors’ overall 
trip expenditures, 
with the vast majority 
going toward food, 
lodging, and travel.”

The higher prices wouldn’t apply in the 
off-season, which accounts for seven months 
of the year. In that way, they might have the 
bonus effect of thinning out peak-season 
mobs a bit. They wouldn’t apply to the 400 
other national park sites, most of which 
charge nothing. Visitors would still be able 
to buy a pass that covers all the parks for a 
mere $80 a year.

The proposed change would yield $70 
million in revenue, a 34 percent increase. 
And visitors may be consoled to know that 
80 percent of each fee they pay will go to the 
park they visited.

PERC’s Regan told us, “Too much reliance 
on Congress for funding only makes the 
problem worse because politicians would 
rather create new parks than fund routine 
maintenance projects. By relying more on 
visitors for revenue, our parks could fund 
those critical projects without having to 
cater to Congress.”

Nature provided Americans with the 
wonders of these parks for free. But making 
them accessible and enjoyable for millions of 
people costs money, and the administration 
has a sound idea for how to get it.

—Chicago Tribune
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Our political renewal must somehow begin 

here, in recovering the democratic spirit—

in confidently encouraging the decency, 

compassion and spirit of sacrifice that can 

alone overcome egotism and tribalism. 

With the federal budget 

running a $666 billion 

deficit in the fiscal year 

that just ended, the 

National Park Service is 

not about to get a huge 

infusion of money from 

the Treasury. 

People shouldn’t be forced  
to wear seat belts

It’s well known that motor vehicle accidents 
are the leading cause of death of our friends, 
family members and neighbors. 

The question at hand is whether they were 
wearing their seat belts or not. We grow up in 
society being taught to always wear our seat 
belts; in fact, it is drilled into our minds in driv-
er’s education course. 

There are even laws and the Click It or Ticket 
campaign that require us to wear our seat belts. 
I believe firmly that it should be people’s choice 
whether they want to wear their seat belt or not.

The Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion states that seat belts can reduce the risk 
of death by 45 percent. This is not a very high 
percentage, nor would it sway me to wear my 
seat belt. 

Rhode Island state Rep. Joseph Trillo stated, 
“There are 30,000 people that have been killed 
with seat belts, where they’ve gotten into 
accidents, the cars were on fire, they’ve been 
knocked out, they haven’t been able to get out 
of the vehicle… My point is, even if the majority 
of people are saved, why do we keep forcing 
people to do things that they feel is their own 
individual right to make a decision?”

Do we enforce wearing helmets when riding 
bikes? We do not because at the end of the day 
it is someone’s choice whether to put a helmet 
on, just as it should be someone’s choice wheth-
er to put a seat belt on.

JADE VanBUREN
Whitewater

Women using power  
of ‘no’ to stop bullies

There are autocratic, patriarchal men in the 
world whose power and influence cause great 
human suffering. Harvey Weinstein seems to be 
the predator du jour.

These authoritarian men perpetrate a form 
of male entitlement that indiscriminately 
exploits many things, such as women and the 
natural environment. The promise of a “green” 
economy, gender equity or social and economic 
justice will not be advanced until their power is 
restricted.

To better protect the biosphere and wom-
en from being routinely raped, society must 
acknowledge these “alpha males,” expose who 
they are and how they operate and, above all, 
hold them accountable.

Recently, a number of gritty women have 
graduated from victim to survivor and forced 
Mr. Weinstein to spend “more time with his 
family.”

Authoritarian bullies can be rendered impo-
tent when enough women exercise their power 
to say “no.”

Men will not willingly grant that power. Cou-
rageous women will have to command the part 
of “no” they have been socialized to abandon. 
Earth will be a much better place when women, 
and their allies, think globally, act locally and 
just say “no.”

DENNIS GOODENOUGH
Janesville

Tobacco companies find  
new ways to prey on kids

Last week, the state Department of Health 
Services launched a new campaign focusing on 
the candy and fruit flavors and bright packag-
ing of new tobacco products. The campaign is 
called “Tobacco Is Changing,” and its aim is to 
show Wisconsin parents that talking to their 
kids about tobacco is much more than telling 
them not to smoke.

These products are a concern to me, especial-
ly since I have children in school. Some flavors 
of these new tobacco products are bubble gum, 
root beer and berry blast. The packaging is very 
misleading in brightly colored wrappers that 
mimic many types of candy that my children 
gravitate toward. 

It makes me uncomfortable knowing the 
tobacco companies are marketing these to such 
a young demographic.

Earlier this year, Youth2Youth 4 Change was 
a part of an assessment project called WRAP 
that performed assessments of tobacco products 
in retailers across Wisconsin. We surveyed what 
prices certain tobacco products were, where 
they were placed and how they were advertised. 
I was shocked to see so many flavored products 
right next to candy and other treats.

Concerned residents can learn more about 
tobacco prevention and control activities by 
visiting Youth2Youth 4 Change’s Facebook page. 
I encourage all community members to learn 
more about this new campaign at  
tobaccoischanging.com.

DEBBIE FISCHER
Youth2Youth 4 Change director

For national 
parks, love 

isn’t enough 

America must recapture  
its democratic spirit


