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The First Amendment

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 

people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.
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Broken lives count

JIM POWELL | For The Times

Complaints 
about Trump’s 
‘normalization’ 
are hypocritical

The war on normalization has begun.
“The media is starting to normalize Donald 

Trump, and it should make you very scared,” 
proclaims a headline at Salon. HBO’s haughty 
in-house mocker, John 
Oliver, says, “Optimism is 
nice if you can swing it, but 
you’ve got to be careful, 
because it can feed into the 
normalization of Donald 
Trump — and he’s not 
normal.”

There is scads more of 
this stuff, but I have two 
points to make, so let’s 
keep moving.

The first point is not 
particularly new, but it’s 
important to the handful of us with the sacred 
right to say, “I told you so.”

Or put another way: Where the hell were 
you people before? Throughout the primaries, 
Trump’s conservative opponents complained 
bitterly that the mainstream media was normal-
izing Trump.

No one listened, for three reasons. Trump was 
good for ratings (and got billions worth of free 
media as a result). CBS honcho Les Moonves 
said that Trump’s success “may not be good for 
America, but it’s damn good for CBS.”

Second, the mainstream media and numer-
ous liberal pundits loved Trump’s impact on the 
GOP for the same reason bored teenagers like to 
throw lit matches into dumpsters: Garbage fires 
are fun to watch.

The third reason is closely related to the sec-
ond: The media thought Trump was more likely 
to lose to Hillary Clinton. (And so did the Clinton 
campaign itself, as we learned from WikiLeaks).

In February, Jonathan Chait, a writer for New 
York Magazine and the author of a forthcom-
ing book explaining how super-terrific Barack 
Obama’s presidency was, wrote a piece titled 
“Why liberals should support a Trump Republi-
can nomination.” He listed three reasons: Trump 
would lose, Trump would wreak havoc on the 
GOP, and Trump would be better than the other 
Republicans candidates.

“If he does win,” Chait wrote, “a Trump presi-
dency would probably wind up doing less harm 
to the country than a Marco Rubio or a (Ted) 
Cruz presidency. It might even, possibly, do some 
good.”

The day after the election, Chait declared on 
Twitter “This is the worst thing that has hap-
pened in my life.” OK, then.

Shortly after the election, Slate’s Jamelle 
Bouie wrote a piece titled “There’s no such thing 
as a good Trump voter,” likening some 60 mil-
lion Americans to a racist lynch mob. Last year, 
Bouie penned an article with the headline “Don-
ald Trump is actually a moderate Republican.”

Of course, Chait and Bouie are not alone. 
Progressive figures such as Paul Krugman, Matt 
Yglesias, Robert Borosage, Amanda Marcotte 
and Bill Maher all said during the primaries that 
Trump was less scary than, say, Rubio or Cruz. 
(See Warren Henry’s excellent survey in The 
Federalist for details.)

Isn’t it awfully late to be decrying the normal-
ization of Trump when you were an early adopter 
of normalization because you thought the hor-
rible Democratic nominee would have an easier 
time beating him?

That brings me to my second point: the nor-
malization of the Clintons. Liberals may have 
thought the Trump campaign’s exploitation of the 
women Bill Clinton allegedly (and in some cases 
admittedly) sexually mistreated was tawdry 
and beyond the pale. Fair enough. But you know 
why such tactics worked? Because Bill Clinton 
was tawdry and beyond the pale — but liberals 
not only normalized him, they lionized him and 
demonized his critics.

You may object to Trump’s allegedly shady 
business practices — I certainly do. But I 
objected to the Clintons’ schemes as well. When 
the Clinton Foundation finally started to become 
an issue in the campaign, James Carville insisted 
that “somebody’s going to hell” for daring to 
question the Olympian goodness of Clinton Inc. 
That encapsulates how the Clintons responded to 
all of their critics: great moral superiority com-
bined with base intimidation.

Liberals knew when Bill Clinton ran for presi-
dent in 1992 that he was a tawdry, corner-cutting 
cad (and that Hillary Clinton was a conspiratorial 
schemer). But he was on their side, so it was OK. 

Besides, once elected, he deserved the benefit 
of the doubt — even though he won a smaller 
share of the popular vote than Trump did — 
because you only have one president at a time, 
and in a democracy, elections are inherently 
normalizing.

Maybe Trump deserves similar treatment?
I’m not trying to start a pointless debate about 

who is more abnormal (though I’d argue that 
Trump would win that contest). But it’s worth 
pointing out that when you spend a long time 
bending political norms for partisan reasons, 
those norms eventually break. And this is what 
you get.

Jonah Goldberg is a senior editor of National 
Review and a columnist for Tribune Media. Charles 
Krauthammer is on vacation; his column will 
resume next week.

Sometimes life breaks people.
Sometimes to heal the broken 

places they turn to drugs. Sometimes 
to make ends meet, they turn to pros-
titution. Without a support system, 
people take steps that lead to dark 
places. 

For others, loving role models 
have sheltered them from these 
realities. Unfortunately, sometimes 
that desire to shelter leads us to push 
away people who have nowhere else 
to turn. 

But when we become so sheltered 
that we’re more concerned with the 
property value of our homes than 
the value of broken human lives, we 
have a problem. 

Hall County has recently grappled 
with the intersection of those two 
concerns. Synergy Recovery Center, 
a home that would have helped men 
build sober, stable lives, was voted 
down last month by the Gainesville 
City Council after complaints from 
neighbors.

Last week, neighbors shared con-
cerns about Straight Street Minis-
tries’ plans for a residential program 
to help victims of the sex trade.

In both cases the arguments 
revolved around property values 
and whether or not the proposal was 
appropriate for a family-friendly 
residential area.

Property values are tricky moving 
targets influenced by myriad factors.

In the case of Synergy, which 
was proposed for 746 Cleveland St., 
similar programs are nearby. In fact, 
there is a Salvation Army homeless 
shelter next door. 

An argument for decreased prop-
erty value seems quite a stretch. In 
the case of Straight Street Ministries, 
real estate agents are slow to say 
what the impact would be either 
way.

Consider Eagle Ranch, a resi-
dential program for troubled teens. 
Property values of nearby homes 
there have not been negatively 
affected, according to real estate and 
planning experts. In fact, the prices 
of homes in that area have actually 
increased since Eagle Ranch faced 
similar opposition during its start in 
the 1980s. Though again, myriad fac-
tors are involved.

Consider what could be done 
with 50 acres. A subdivision with 45 
homes would bring more density and 

could adversely affect property val-
ues. The question may come down to 
whether a buyer is concerned over 
what is nearby. 

Another common argument 
involves zoning. Plans for the sober 
living home required a special use 
to be approved in the current resi-
dential zoning. Neighbors argued the 
home didn’t fit on a street with fami-
lies living nearby. But with the home-
less shelter and another recovery 
center nearby, this argument seems 
more emotional than factual.

Straight Street is asking to rezone 
its 50 acres to planned residential 
development from agriculture-
residential, which allows homes, 
churches and “minor subdivisions.” 
The requested zoning allows for a 
mixture of single-family and multi-
family housing and should “conform 
to the existing character and devel-
opment pattern of the surrounding 
area.”

The proposal is not particularly 
dense for the area. The character 
is residential. It seems strange a 
residential program wouldn’t fit in a 
residential area. 

Planning staff believe it does fit. 
It also could also fit in a commercial 
area. Yet, if proposed elsewhere, 
neighbors there likely would com-
plain as well.

It seems for many, concerns may 
boil down to safety. But rehab facili-
ties like Synergy don’t typically bring 
any more crime to the area than 
what naturally occurs, according to 
local law enforcement. 

It’s less clear what kind of threat 
women recovering from a life in 
prostitution would bring to the area. 
Fears of pimps coming to claim their 
property may not be assuaged by the 
staff at Straight Street, who note how 
women in the industry are easily 

replaced and unlikely to be pursued. 
Perhaps the planned 24/7 security 
and a gate are not enough.

But we come back to the question 
of, if not here, then where? If such 
a proposal does bring crime with it, 
would that be better in a commercial 
district where people come and go 
freely, shopping and dining?

Property owners’ rights further 
complicate the matter. How far do 
we want to go in allowing govern-
ment agencies to dictate to owners 
what they can and cannot do with 
their properties? When neighbors 
are allowed to decide land usage 
based on personal whim rather than 
legally defensible arguments, we 
have strayed far from basic concepts 
of property rights and into dangerous 
territory of mob rule. 

In making such zoning decisions, it 
should matter less how many people 
are in the audience in color-coordi-
nated T-shirts; what matters more is 
the level of legal restriction the law 
allows in limiting property owners’ 
choices.

Synergy’s owners poured thou-
sands of dollars into the property 
to renovate it. Will they recoup that 
investment now that neighbors have 
had their say? 

Homeowners’ fears of possibly 
decreasing property values shouldn’t 
trump the value an owner invests in 
his property. A desire to keep dam-
aged souls off their tidy little door-
step is not justification, especially 
when those souls have chosen to 
work on repairing the scars of their 
life.

One can understand, to a point, 
concerns about such proposals mov-
ing in next door, just as they would 
a big-box store settling nearby. It’s 
important, though, to resist giving in 
to irrational fears and instead weigh 
actual risks and downsides against 
the potential benefits such programs 
can provide a community.

Rather than worry solely about the 
effects on us, consider if your rela-
tive was struggling with addiction or 
trying to leave the sex trade. If they 
are strong enough to choose to leave 
such a life, wouldn’t you want a place 
to support them as they do? 

Surely that answer must be yes. 
And if so, the ministries and organi-
zations who step up to do the work 
deserve that support as well.
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Straight Street proposal 
What: Hall County Planning 
Commission considers whether to 
recommend rezoning 50 acres at 
4825 Weaver Road for a residential 
program for those leaving the sex 
trade 
When: 5:15 p.m. Monday
Where: Hall County Government 
Center, 2874 Browns Bridge Road, 
Gainesville
What’s next: The planning 
commission’s recommendation 
moves on to the Hall County Board 
of Commissioners for consideration. 
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