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Central to our national self-
understanding is the idea 

that hard work pays off. Ameri-
cans have always tolerated rath-
er high levels of inequality, as 
long as most people had a 
chance to rise.

Thus was Chris 
Christie’s open-
ing tribute to his 
h a r d - wo r k i n g 
parents and 
grandparents the 
most affecting 
part of his an-
nouncement on 
Tuesday that he is 
seeking the Re-
publican presidential nomina-
tion. The New Jersey governor 
bestowed praise across gender 
lines, describing his grandmoth-
ers as women “who knew how 
to work and who knew that hard 
work would deliver something 
for their children.”

This section of Christie’s 
speech got little attention, prob-
ably because it was seen as po-
litical boilerplate, the kind of 
thing politicians like to say to 
connect themselves to the strug-
gles of their fellow citizens. But 
work, its rewards and its discon-
tents will be central to our na-
tion’s debate going into the 2016 
campaign. And President 
Obama has laid down a marker 
for testing how seriously politi-
cians take the obligation to 

make hard work pay.
To much bellyaching from 

Republicans and business 
groups, Obama is putting for-
ward new rules that would make 
up to 5 million more American 
workers eligible for overtime 
pay. He’s doing this by ending a 
scam through which employers 
designate even relatively low-
paid workers as managers to get 
around the law, which requires 
an overtime premium after 40 
hours per week.

Under the current rules, as 
Obama wrote earlier this week 
in The Huffi ngton Post, workers 
earning as little as $23,660 a 
year can be robbed of overtime 
by being given supervisory or 
managerial designations. The 
new regulation would raise the 
threshold to a more plausible 
$50,440 a year.

Not surprisingly, some fi rms 
immediately announced they 
would fi nd ways of evading the 
rule, warning of shorter hours 
and fewer jobs. But there are al-
ways people in business – not 
everyone – who react this way to 
any effort to improve the bar-
gaining position or compensa-
tion of employees. Remember 
all those warnings that the Af-
fordable Care Act would be a 
“job killer”? Funny how we 
seem to have added well over 12 
million new private-sector jobs 
since Obamacare passed in 

March 2010.
And avoiding overtime is not 

the only way in which employers 
are trying to cut the compensa-
tion they offer workers. This 
week, The Wall Street Journal’s 
Lauren Weber reported on how 
businesses are “setting up work-
ers as franchisees or owners of 
limited liability companies” to 
“shield” themselves “from tax 
and labor statutes.” My Wash-
ington Post colleague Catherine 
Rampell has also documented 
“the shifting of risk off corpo-
rate balance sheets and onto the 
shoulders of individual Ameri-
cans.” 

In discussing rising inequality, 
we often act as if  the trend is a 
natural development about 
which we can do nothing. Of 
course there are big economic 
forces at work. But government 
rules and laws – on pay, health 
care, labor rights, and taxes – 
can improve the standing of 
workers or they can make the 
disparities worse. Government 
has a choice, and there is no 
purely neutral ground on this 
question.

And this is why Christie’s 
lovely tribute to work and fami-
ly needs to be examined as 
something more than a senti-
ment from a greeting card. In 
the wake of the Supreme Court’s 
ruling on same-sex marriage, 
what are typically referred to as 

“values issues” quickly rose to 
the forefront of the argument in 
the Republican presidential pri-
mary and next year’s election. 
But no values issue is more rele-
vant to more Americans (across 
the boundaries of sexual orien-
tation, gender and race) than 
whether the hard work that poli-
ticians extol pays off in the ways 
they claim it should.

In a very crowded Republican 
presidential fi eld, will any candi-
date fi nd it in his or her interest 
to break with the party’s ortho-
doxy on government regulations 
and labor rights? Will any of 
them have the temerity to ap-
peal to their party’s many work-
ing-class supporters by making 
the point that Hillary Clinton, 
Bernie Sanders and other Dem-
ocrats are sure to advance: that 
reinforcing our “conservative” 
values about the honor of work 
often requires what are usually 
seen as “progressive” measures 
by government to keep workers 
from being short-changed?

“One of the things my mother 
used to say all the time,” Chris-
tie declared on Tuesday, “was, 
‘Christopher, if  you work hard 
enough, you can be anything.’” 
That is precisely the promise 
that our politicians should be 
working harder to vindicate. 

E.J. Dionne is a columnist for The Washing-
ton Post. His email is: ejdionne@washpost.
com

Donald Trump proves    
why he’s a lousy partner

In striking a business arrange-
ment with Donald Trump, maybe 
Baton Rouge and state offi cials 
considered the possibility that 
Trump would shoot off his mouth 
and spoil the deal.

There’s ample precedent, after 
all, for Trump making a fool of 
himself when he speaks. If the 
multimillionaire real estate devel-
oper and professional boor is go-
ing to be a part of Louisiana’s 
cultural economy, then maybe 
prepping for Trump eruptions 
should be included in the state’s 
disaster response plan, just like 
fl oods and hurricanes.

“Disaster” is perhaps not too 
strong a word for what’s hap-
pened to the Miss USA pageant, 
which will be staged in Baton 
Rouge on July 12, the second 
consecutive year that the contest 
has been held in the city. Trump 
owns the company that operates 
the event, and area offi cials of-
fered the pageant some $545,000 
in tax money this year, most of it 
from East Baton Rouge city-par-
ish government, to bring the 
event to Louisiana. What offi cials 
hoped to buy with all that cash 
was a lot of attention for Baton 
Rouge and Louisiana, thanks to 
a national broadcast of the pag-
eant. But in announcing his pres-
idential candidacy, which seemed 

more like an exercise in publicity 
than political engagement, Trump 
disparaged Mexican immigrants 
as drug dealers and rapists, a jer-
emiad worthy of David Duke.

Understandably scandalized, 
both the Spanish language net-
work Univision and NBC can-
celed plans to broadcast the pag-
eant. Without that TV coverage, 
local taxpayers might end up 
subsidizing a pageant that gets 
less viewers than the latest cat 
video. It’s a sad development.

The lack of a TV sponsor for 
the pageant is also a disappoint-
ment for the contestants who 
have spent so much effort to get 
this far.

Lt. Gov. Jay Dardenne, who 

manages the state’s relatively 
small share of the incentive pack-
age, said the state won’t cough up 
its promised $65,000 in funding if  
the pageant isn’t broadcast. 
Whether Baton Rouge offi cials 
can or will rescind the hundreds 
of thousands of dollars in tax 
money they’ve promised to 
Trump is unclear at this point.

Such generosity has made us 
an easy mark, we’re afraid, but 
we hope the Miss USA pageant’s 
troubles offer a cautionary lesson 
in the pitfalls of these public-pri-
vate partnerships.

No one, especially taxpayers, 
should end up as a chump for 
Trump.

– The Advocate, Baton Rouge, Louisiana

Now this is not the end. It is not 
even the beginning of the end. 

But it is, perhaps, the end of the begin-
ning.”

What Winston Churchill said in 
1942 following a British military vic-
tory in North Africa might also be 
said about the narrow 5-4 decision by 
the Supreme Court legalizing mar-
riage between people of the same sex.

That the majority threw a bone to 
religious people, their churches and 
institutions, saying they could contin-
ue to preach and teach that homosex-
ual marriage is wrong, will almost cer-
tainly be challenged by gay activists 
and secularists whose goal is to drive 
religious people, and especially Chris-
tians, out of the public square.

What might be a pre-
view of things to come 
occurred last week 
when the Fairfax 
County (Va.) School 
Board voted 10-2 to 
approve a “gender 
identity” curriculum 
for children starting in 
seventh grade. News 
reports said the crowd 
that showed up for the vote over-
whelmingly opposed the decision, but 
majorities no longer matter. Minori-
ties rule, except on the Supreme 
Court.

Given their political clout and an-
tipathy to Christian doctrines, some 
gay activists are likely to go after the 
tax-exempt status of Christian colleg-
es that prohibit cohabitation of un-
married students, or openly homo-
sexual ones, as well as churches that 
refuse to marry them. As with legal 
challenges to the owners of bakeries 
that have been in the news for refusing 
to bake a cake for same-sex weddings, 
activists who demand total conformi-
ty to their agenda will seek to put out 
of business and silence anyone who 
believes differently.

This is diversity? No, this is enforced 
orthodoxy of a different kind and 
thus in violation of the Constitution 
and the special protection the Found-
ers gave to people of faith. It was 
Thomas Jefferson, a deist who edited 
his own version of the Bible, who said, 
“No provision in our Constitution 
ought to be dearer to man than that 
which protects the rights of conscience 
against the enterprises of the civil au-
thority.”

In the Supreme Court’s decision re-
versing history, tradition and, yes, the 
biblical authority it tacitly acknowl-
edges in the friezes on its wall honor-
ing Moses and other law-givers, fi ve 
unelected judges have imposed on 
more than 300 million Americans 
what many still believe to be an 
“abomination.” That may be chang-
ing, but the political process, not the 
court, should decide.

In his strongly worded minority 
opinion on same-sex marriage, Chief 
Justice John Roberts said, “The court 
is not a legislature.” Nonetheless, the 
day before, Roberts acted as a legisla-
tor in again upholding the Affordable 
Care Act and its provision for provid-
ing federal subsidies to people in states 
that did not set up insurance exchang-
es, in violation of the language of that 
law. Roberts took upon himself the 
right to interpret what Congress in-
tended, rather than let the law speak 
for itself.

Modern Republican presidents, be-
ginning with Dwight Eisenhower, 
have had a checkered record when it 
comes to their Supreme Court ap-
pointments. Ike called his nomination 
of Earl Warren, who quickly tacked 
left, “the biggest damned fool mistake 
I ever made.” There have been several 
other justices nominated by Republi-
can presidents who have turned out to 
be liberal wolves in conservative cloth-
ing. Their names comprise a judicial 
hall of shame: Blackmun, Burger, Ste-
vens, O’Connor, Kennedy, Souter and 
now, at least based on his Obamacare 
position, Roberts. This never seems to 
work in reverse, with liberals becom-
ing conservative once on the bench.

I asked Republican presidential 
candidate Jeb Bush about this mixed 
GOP track record during his recent 
visit to Washington, where he spoke 
to a conservative gathering. Bush 
said that if elected president he would 
conduct extensive interviews with 
potential nominees to the court to 
make sure they have a conservative 
constitutional view of the law. He al-
lowed that even then there were no 
“guarantees” a justice would remain 
conservative.

If the zeitgeist and politics are more 
persuasive to some justices than the 
Constitution and the intent of the 
Founders, then justices should be held 
accountable by the political system 
and their terms limited.

Cal Thomas is a columnist for Tribune Content Agen-
cy. His email is: tcaeditorstribpub.com

Same-sex     
marriage           
is only the     
beginning

Palisades should adhere 
to strict safety checks

Editor,
The Herald-Palladium in the 

recent past has accurately called 
for the testing of Palisades’ 
safety operations in Covert 
(“Palisades: Is it safe? Repeated 
shutdowns raise doubt about 
plant’s long-term safety,” In 
Our Opinion, May 23, 2013). 
Dangerously, federal authori-
ties in charge of ensuring the 
safety of the aging fl eet of 
nuclear power reactors have 
weakened, not strengthened, 
nuclear industry rules. 

Only 18 miles north of 
Benton Harbor-St. Joseph, 
Entergy, a Louisiana-based 
energy company, operates 
Palisades, one of the oldest 
(1974), containing the most 
“embrittled” nuclear pressure 
vessel in the U.S. The “embrit-
tlement” in nuclear plants’ 
pressurized reactor vessels 
(PRVs) determines the opera-
tional life and fundamental 
safety of the plant. That is why 
nuclear regulators required the 
nuclear industry to conduct 
rigorous testing on physical 
specimens taken from the PRV 
and to meet robust “embrittle-
ment” standards. 

Now more and more nuclear 
plants operate past their 
40-year operational life expec-
tancy. Instead of taking a 
common-sense conservative 
approach to safety, they have 
persuaded nuclear regulators to 
weaken these safety standards 
(http://www.ap.org/company/
awards/part-i-aging-nukes).

Palisades has applied to the 
Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion for “regulatory relief,” 
allowing it to operate for 
another 25 years. Palisades 
suggests substituting math-
ematical data extrapolated from 
other nuclear reactors instead 
of analyzing real test “cou-
pons” inserted into the Pali-
sades PRV during construction. 
Hopefully, The Herald-Palladi-
um and civic leaders will 
oppose Entergy’s reckless and 
unprecedented refusal to 
physically test the embrittle-

ment of its reactor vessel, 
without exemptions, excuses or 
amendments from decades-old 
safety rules.

Mark Muhich
Chairman

Sierra Club Nuclear Free 
Committee

Jackson, Mich.

Honoring the many 
United Way volunteers

Editor,
Each Spring, we are treated 

with seeing all sorts of life burst 
out of the ground, producing 
the best colors and scents, from 
frozen soil to a circus of life. It 
seems almost magical, but we 
know there’s hard work going 
on beneath the surface, as a 
seed or root prepares each year 
for the unveiling. This letter 
celebrates a similar process. The 
United Way of Southwest 
Michigan (UWSM) has begun 
the process to release $3 million 
into the community for the 
coming year, to impact the 
education, income, health and 
basic needs of our community. 
This money comes from 

thousands of us and more than 
180 companies in Berrien and 
Cass counties, and is designed 
to reap a rich garden of services 
in our communities.

But, before these monies can 
pour out of the United Way 
and into the lives of individuals 
and families, there were 
important critical things 
happening, unseen by most of 
us. Starting in December 2014, 
85 community members, from 
all walks of life, came together 
for nearly three months to 
consider each application for 
United Way funding. These 
people had a very diffi cult task, 
considering 57 proposals for 
United Way allocations, 
knowing that there would not 
be enough monies to fund every 
proposal, or give every proposal 
their requested resources. That 
meant that tough decisions 
would have to be made. But 
these volunteers, who each 
freely gave more than 20 hours 
of their time to the process 
were willing to do this impor-
tant work to make sure each of 
our donations to UWSM was 
directed to making the maxi-

mum impact in the community. 
Each application was carefully 
considered for the expected 
outcomes, the results that 
would occur, along with a plan 
to measure the positive impact 
on people’s lives. 

Our volunteers work “be-
neath the soil,” allowing all of 
us to enjoy the fruits of their 
efforts as community agencies 
use these resources to address 
the real needs of our commu-
nity neighbors. We get to see 
our giving turn into lasting 
change right before our eyes. As 
United Way of Southwest 
Michigan board members, we 
thank our volunteers for their 
dedicated work this spring in 
the allocation process.

Luann Harden
UWSM Board Chairman

Regional Director – Battle 
Creek|Southwest|Lansing

Western Michigan University

Clinton Gabbard
UWSM Chairman of           

Impact Strategies Cabinet
Vice President of            

Student    Services
Lake Michigan College
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