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Character counts today, as always, and as never before
Your Turn
Scott Raecker, Arthur Schwartz and Matt Davidson
Guest columnists

The third week in October is recognized around the world through a series
of celebrations and events highlighting
the shared belief that character counts.
Every year millions of youth across
America participate. No matter age, occupation, state in life, or political or religious affiliation, Character Counts
Week highlights the power of character
when we strive to know the good, love
the good, and do the good.
We write to affirm what is abundantly clear in 2020: Character counts today,
as it always has. And yet today we assert
that character counts perhaps as never
before in American history as we find
ourselves in the midst of the COVID-19
pandemic, financial uncertainty, racial
tensions, and a politically divisive environment heightened by the upcoming
presidential election.
The importance of character is timeless. But the science of character is contemporary. Great advances have been

made to understand, develop, and assess character’s impact through diverse
networks including character education, research on organizational culture,
moral development, positive psychology, and social-emotional learning.
When we say character counts in 2020,
here is a sample of what we mean:
Performance character counts in
2020 because the excellence demonstrated by our health care providers, the
flexibility and persistence of our educators, and the collaboration of those
seeking a solution to COVID-19 has never mattered more.
Moral character counts in 2020 because the greatness of our nation depends on the goodness of our nation.
Moral values like trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring,
and justice are needed across America
as we seek understanding and equitable
resolution to countless issues.
Intellectual character counts in 2020
because now is the time when we must
demonstrate critical thinking, creativity, and ingenuity. We cannot solve today’s problems by creating echo cham-

bers that reinforce potentially wrong solutions. Now is the time for rigorous
thinking and vigorous debate that seeks
elegant solutions drawn from the diversity of perspectives and experiences.
Civic character counts in 2020 because of the many challenges in perspective and strategy before our electorate. The diversity of opinions, passionate expression, deep engagement —
even the animosity — is in fact, a gift
and privilege of our democracy. Apathy
and cynicism must be avoided. Public
servants at every level must demonstrate ethical leadership, character
competencies, and a commitment to civility, a strength of character positioned
at the foundation of citizenship.
Now is the time to reinvest in the
seedbeds of character. Parents who are
our children’s first character educators,
who in these days are challenged in new,
different, and more difficult ways, must
strive to raise children of character. We
should empower educators to create a
safe, supportive, and engaging learning
experience — whether online or in-person — that cultivates character as the

cause and effect, not just effect. The
cause: more pro-life legislators elected
at state levels; the effect: a decline in human abortion.
— Maggie DeWitte, executive director, Iowans for Life

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Democrats are the worse party
“Republicans don’t deserve the honor
of federal office.” (Oct. 18 editorial). That
sounds like the pot calling the kettle
black to me. What about the other party? I feel, my opinion, that Democrats
have fallen further away from their principles and need to be kept out of federal
office.
But that is one beauty of America, we
can disagree — until the left tells us to
stop.
— Robert E. Lebischak, Guthrie Center

Trump rally was irresponsible

Obama didn’t cause
drop in abortions
Contrary to Danielle Burmeister’s
Oct. 2 guest essay, evidence does not
suggest that abortion rates are reduced
under Democratic presidents. Just the
contrary.
In fact, even Snopes calls this false: “At
most, one can argue that the rate of decline appeared to slow during the presidency of George W. Bush before increasing under President Barack Obama’s administration, but such an observation
would be based on a comparison between
only two administrations and would do
nothing to demonstrate causation.”
So what is the cause of the decline of
abortion rates between 2008 and 2016?

foundation for educational achievement and preparation for life. We need
to call on corporate leaders to put values
into action to find novel, sustainable solutions to today’s challenges. Religious,
civic and community leaders must be
models and instruments of faith, hope,
and love. And public servants must focus on service above self, solidarity over
division, and civility over animosity.
Our organizations stand aligned in
our continued essential work to transform lives and strengthen communities
through the power of character. Today
we call on every American to join us as
we put character into action, striving
each day to know, love, and do the good,
and apologizing and recommitting in
the moments where we fail or fall.
Character is power. Character counts
today, as always, and as never before.
J. Scott Raecker is executive director
of the Robert D. and Billie Ray Center at
Drake University, global home of CHARACTER COUNTS! Arthur Schwartz is
president of Character.org. Matt Davidson is president of the Excellence with
Integrity Institute.
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In fact, the cause is specific. Most of the
pro-life strides come at the state level.
During Barack Obama’s presidency,
the Democrats suffered their largest
drop of power since the Eisenhower
years. When Obama came into power,
his party controlled both chambers of 27
state legislatures, but only 13 when he

left. In all they lost 816 state legislative
seats, plus 13 governorships.
Obama’s lack of coattails allowed
pro-life representation to soar at the
state level, resulting in a smorgasbord of
life-saving legislation. In other words,
any honest assessment of the data, as
Snopes makes clear, needs to look at

Gov. Kim Reynolds justifies the gathering of thousands who attended the
Trump rally by citing First Amendment
rights for peaceful gatherings.
There is a big difference between
First Amendment rights and the role of a
leader, the role of many leaders in this
case. During a pandemic, a leader’s primary role should be protecting citizens
and modeling expected behavior. While
citizens may choose to hold a rally during a pandemic, leaders should model
the behaviors that keep people safe.
They should not be the ones that organize and attend a rally in a state that is
consistently in the “red zone” and experiencing rising hospitalization and
death rates.
It was evident that social distancing
was not practiced and that many were
not wearing masks at the Trump rally.
By their support of and attendance at
the rally, it is obvious that our Republican leaders put politics above the safety
of Iowans. Past poor behavior could
have predicted this debacle.
— Cynthia Erickson, Des Moines

Call out the vile lies of QAnon conspiracy theorists
Your Turn
Michael Judge
Guest columnist

Any Iowan interested in fighting the
scourge of sex trafficking and restoring
the lives and dignity of survivors should
find it easy to condemn the despicable
“QAnon” conspiracy theory that claims
Donald Trump was recruited by U.S.
military leaders to run for president so
he could go to war against a “deep state”
child sex-trafficking ring run by highprofile Democrats and celebrities.
“Q” conspiracy theorists also believe
these celebrities and politicians are
members of a “satanic pedophile cannibal cult” and that Trump has been chosen to crush the cult and liberate the enslaved children in a prophesied event
they call “The Storm.”
Such outlandish lies, like the debunked “Pizzagate” conspiracy theory

that went viral before the 2016 elections,
or “birther” claims that Barack Obama
or Kamala Harris are not natural-born
U.S. citizens, are designed to sow confusion, division and resentment.
Social media giants are beginning to
crack down on QAnon conspiracy theorists, with Twitter this summer banning
more than 7,000 accounts associated
with QAnon conspiracy theories, and
Facebook wisely announcing that it will
“remove any Facebook Pages, Groups
and Instagram accounts representing
QAnon, even if they contain no violent
content.” YouTube announced new
policies regarding QAnon on Oct. 15.
Yet many Republican politicians
have refused to publicly denounce the
vile “pedophile cannibal cult” conspiracy theory, and some, including Sen. Joni
Ernst of Iowa, have echoed QAnon’s
conspiracy theory that COVID-19 deaths
are wildly exaggerated worldwide, and
in Iowa. Worse, she said Iowa doctors
were inflating the numbers because
they “get reimbursed higher amounts if

it’s a COVID-related illness or death.”
Ernst tried to walk back the statement, but she and other congressional
Republicans have failed to publicly denounce QAnon for what it is: a dangerously unhinged proponent of conspiracy theories that preys on our basest
fears and most tribal instincts.
For Iowans, it’s a sad fact that Rep.
Steve King of Iowa, whose extremism
and history of racist remarks lost him
the Republican primary in June, was
one of only 18 House members to vote
against a resolution this month titled
“Condemning QAnon and rejecting the
conspiracy theories it promotes.”
There’s an easy way that Iowa politicians on both sides of the aisle can
make it clear that they in no way believe,
support, or condone QAnon conspiracy
theories: by publicly denouncing them.
That shouldn’t be that hard to do, especially since the FBI warned last year that
conspiracy theory-driven extremists —
specifically citing QAnon — have become a “domestic terror threat.”
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Sadly, President Donald Trump
seems to hold a different view. Just last
week, during a televised town-hall
meeting, Trump refused to disavow
QAnon, then falsely said "I know nothing about QAnon," but "I do know they
are very much against pedophilia.”
Transparent yet damaging lies come
easily to this president. Nevertheless,
let’s hope today’s GOP eventually follows the lead of William F. Buckley Jr.,
who in the late 1950s took on the John
Birch Society and helped eject the radical group from the early conservative
movement for, among other wild claims,
saying that President Dwight Eisenhower was a “dedicated, conscious
agent of the Communist conspiracy.”
When Birchers tried to co-opt Buckley,
he recoiled. When it comes to the ugly
lies of QAnon conspiracy theorists, a
similar recoil is merited.
Michael Judge, a former deputy editorial features editor at the Wall Street
Journal and a fifth-generation Iowan, is
a freelance journalist.
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