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letter from the editor
DEAR PENN POLITICAL REVIEW READERS,

2012 HAS COME TO A CLOSE, AND WHAT A YEAR IT WAS FOR POLITICS, BOTH IN THE UNITED STATES AND AROUND

THE GLOBE. WE’VE WITNESSED EVERYTHING FROM THE TRIUMPHANT RE-ELECTION OF PRESIDENT OBAMA TO THE

CONTINUING STRUGGLE FOR TRUE DEMOCRACY IN EGYPT. MANY OF THESE MOST PROMINENT POLITICAL STORIES OF

THE PAST YEAR REMAIN UNRESOLVED AND WILL CONTINUE TO SHAPE POLITICS IN 2013. 

WE AT PENN ARE FORTUNATE ENOUGH TO BE IMMERSED IN ALL OF THESE ISSUES. PENN STUDENTS ARE AT THE

FOREFRONT OF ACTIVISM, FROM IMMIGRANT RIGHTS TO THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN CONFLICT TO DOMESTIC ELEC-

TORAL POLITICS. PPR IS OUR FORUM TO EXPRESS OUR VIEWS ON THESE CRITICAL POLITICAL ISSUES THAT WILL

SHAPE OUR FUTURES. THIS ISSUE PRESENTS AN EXCITING RANGE OF VIEWS, AND I INVITE YOU TO OFFER YOUR COM-

MENTS AND QUESTIONS ON OUR WEBSITE, WWW.PENNPOLITICALREVIEW.ORG. 

STEPHEN FRITZ

PPR EDITOR-IN-CHIEF



EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 
SENIOR MANAGING EDITOR
LAYOUT  AND ART EDITOR
ONLINE EDITOR
INTERVIEW EDITOR
CHIEF-OF-STAFF
BUSINESS MANAGER
MARKETING MANAGER

SENIOR EDITORS

EDITORS

COPY EDITORS

STEPHEN FRITZ
ARYNNE WEXLER
GABRIELLA KAHN
EMILY KIM
MICHAEL SOYFER
URJA MITTAL
MONICA KWOK
MATT TRUSZ

CAMILLA BRANDFIELD-HARVEY
JON ROTH

GABE DELANEY
BENJAMIN DROZ 
BRIAN GOLDMAN
SHAMS HAIDARI
SABA JAFRI 
EMILY KIM 
GREG KURZHALS 
JAMES LEE
DANIEL LEVINSON 
BRIAN LIU
CHRIS SHIMAMOTO
ARYNNE WEXLER
NICK YU

SAMANTHA ALMAN
JUSTIN BARRY
LYDIA FILOSA
TARA HOFBAUER 
MINA MILJEVIC 
RINA MOSS
HANNAH SMYTHE

COVER ART

STAFF ARTISTS

INTERVIEW STAFF

LAYOUT EDITORS

SOAPBOX BLOG

BUSINESS COMMITTEE

GABRIELLA KAHN

JOHN COLAVITA
GABRIELLA KAHN

JOHN CHEO
ANTHONY CRUZ
SAMUEL GERSTEN
ALEXANDER KERN
MONICA PFISTER
SAMUEL RUDDY
  
ADAN JUAREZ  
NATALIE LU

ADAM HERSH  
MONICA KWOK
URJA MITTAL 
ADRIAN RIOS
JACK SOLOWEY 
MICHAEL SOYFER

MODIBO CAMARA
PHILIP FUCHS
SEAN HAMAMOTO
MONICA KWOK 
JARED MCINTYRE
ALLEN SIROLLY
PETER TIAN
MATT TRUSZ

staff

A view of the Supreme Court: After 
multiple news outlets reported the 
wrong ruling on the Affordable Care 
A t  the a urate ruling was nall  
announced.

June 28th, 2012



PPR  penn political review Volume IX Issue 1

Copyright 2012
Penn Political Review 

contents

SUPREME COURT ON TRIAL 
by Gregory Segal pg 4
SAVE THE POST OFFICE
by Chad Klitzman pg 7
SPRINTING TOWARD FISCAL SUICIDE 
by Jonathan Fried pg 8

CONSCRIPTION: THE KEY TO HIGHER 
EDUCATION REFORM
by Benjamin Droz pg 10

THE MOST TRUSTED NAME IN NEWS? 
by Nadia Tareen pg 14
WE ARE A NATION, WE DECIDE 
by Isaac Blancas pg 16
10 THINGS YOU DIDN’T KNOWABOUT 
KIM JONG IL
by Anthony Cruz pg 18
WHEN ENGAGEMENT TRIUMPHS ISOLATION 
by John Cheo pg 20

ARIANNA HUFFINTON pg 22
RON HASKINS pg 24

NATIONAL

GLOBAL

FEATURE

INTERVIEW



4 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW | FALL 2012

June 28th, 2012 - Hundreds of 
people await the Supreme Court 
ruling on the Afforadable Care Act



FALL 2012 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW |  5 

STORY BY GREGORY SEGAL  RT BY JOHN COLAVITA

NAT IONAL

ON TRIAL
In the summer of 2012, the eyes of the country looked   

toward the Supreme Court as it debated the Affordable Care Act.  

Given this recent focus on the Court, conversation regarding 

its functionality has become more prevalent.  However, this 

discourse is lacking: while people usually identify problems 

with the court, proposals of specific ways to resolve these 

concerns remain rare. 

The basic structure of the Supreme Court has, for the most 

part, remained unchanged.  There are still nine justices on 

the Court, each of whom serves an unlimited term.  In fact, 

today’s Supreme Court is nearly identical in structure to the one 

that ruled in Marbury v. Madison in 1803.  What follows are 

several specific ways to update the Court’s systems, adapting it 

to the realities of modern times to allow for the most effective 

Supreme Court possible.  These proposals serve as a model 

for the specificity that is required to move from discussing 

problems to a dialogue on potential solutions.

 1. Public advocacy in favor of appointees with neutral 
partisan leanings; create commission to aid this effort

While most accept that partisanship plays some role in 

today’s Supreme Court, there is debate as to whether it is 

acceptable.  To address this question, one must look back to 

the original intent of the Court: in Federalist No. 78, Alexander 

Hamilton wrote, “ . . . the independence of the judges may be an 

essential safeguard against the effects of occasional ill humors 

in the society.”  This vision was much easier to achieve closer 

to the Court’s beginning, as partisanship was not as prominent 

in American politics.  It is illogical to expect the same system 

to remain insulated from public opinion in today’s polarized 

society.  While all justices are entitled to their respective judicial 

ideologies, the amount in which attitudes from the American 

political landscape find their way into decisions is something 

that should be limited.  Modernizing the court does not mean 

having it match the state of American politics; in fact, it is more 

important than ever that the Court can be neutral in such a 

polarized time.

It is difficult to find a solution to this problem.  Rather than 

radical changes in appointments, a more effective solution would be 

to alter the way elected officials approach the process.  If Americans 

support a Supreme Court isolated from public opinion, people can 

encourage their representatives to support justices who uphold 

the nonpartisan ideal of the court.  To assist this process, a purely 

advisory commission could be created to evaluate candidates 

based on partisan history (it must be noted that it would not 

address judicial ideologies).  Members of the commission would be 

chosen from leading Supreme Court and constitutional scholars, 

who would create a list of recommended candidates. The public 

could then ask elected officials to choose a nominee whom the 

commission has identified as having a neutral approach.  Through 

public pressure, elected officials would have an incentive to appoint 

justices with more neutral partisan approaches.

2. Create term limit of 18 years 

The Court is dramatically affected by the fact that justices 

can serve for as long as they wish.  Roger Crampton, of Cornell 

University Law School, and Paul Carrington, of Duke University 

Law School, describe several of the consequences of this reality 

in their book, Reforming the Court.  They note that the lack of a 

term limit creates incentives for elected officials to appoint younger 

justices.  The current system offers the opportunity to place similar 

viewpoints on the Court for a longer time, which may result in 

justices with less experience.  This is reflected in the increase 

in the average length of term.  As demonstrated in a study by 

Northwestern Professors Steven Calabresi and James Lindgren, 

from 1941-1970, justices served an average of 12.2 years, while 

from 1971-2005, justices served an average of 26.1 years.

In addition, Crampton and Carrington argue that the indefinite 

Supreme Court
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term held by justices creates the possibility 

for justices to become “mentally and 

physically compromised” as they age.  

They cite the work of David Garrow of 

the University of Cambridge, who argues 

that at least four justices since 1970 have 

“suffered mental decrepitude that seriously 

impaired their ability to do their jobs.”  This 

includes the example of Justice William O. 

Douglas, who in 1975 struggled mentally 

after suffering a stroke.  Calabresi and 

Lindgren note in their study that 

before 1970, justices were finishing 

their terms at an average age of 

68.5 years.  From 1970 until 2005, 

justices have concluded their terms 

at an average age of 79.6 years.

There is great variety among 

proponents of term limits of what 

form it should take. Calabresi and 

Lindgren advocate an 18-year term 

limit.  Because the average term 

length of justices over the entire 

history of the court is 16.2 years, an 

18-year term limit “would guarantee 

justices a term longer than the 

historical average from 1789-

2005, yet shorter than the current 

post-1970 trend of alarmingly 

long terms.”  This compromise 

allows justices to continue serving 

beyond the historical average while 

minimizing possible detrimental 

effects.

3. Restrict justices to two law 

clerks

As inconsequential as the 

position may seem, law clerks 

actually cause more harm than 

one might imagine.  Each justice is 

permitted to have four law clerks, 

twice as many as allowed in 1970.  

This proliferation allows justices 

to delegate more work, including 

research, or, more noticeably, the 

drafting of opinions.  What are the 

consequences of this arrangement?  

First, it enables a justice to continue 

serving once they begin to lose their 

faculties.  Second, while a justice 

still needs to approve the final text of 

an opinion, the current mechanism 

involves actors, ones who are not 

appointed or confirmed, to be a 

prominent part of writing the law 

of the land.  Reducing the number of clerks 

should reduce these outcomes, forcing the 

justices themselves to have a greater hand 

in shaping decisions.

While these proposals are not 

comprehensive, they serve as a template 

for the specificity that must become part of 

the discourse on the Supreme Court.  The 

Supreme Court’s evolution appears to be a 

passive process fueled by the environment 

surrounding the Court, as it begins to take 

on the characteristics of American politics 

more generally.  To protect the highest 

court in the land, Americans must become 

proactive and work to return the Court to 

its original ideals, or make formal decisions 

to change its foundational philosophies.  

Altering the Supreme Court, while difficult, 

is a necessary act to preserve the strength 

of one of the most powerful bodies in 

American government.
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Snails are very interesting   

creatures. Notorious for their languid 

personalities, snails have long been 

symbols of laziness and, in Christian text, 

symbols of the fourth deadly sin, sloth, 

which refers to one’s failure to utilize his or 

her talents and gifts. This piece is not about 

snails, nor is it about the fourth deadly sin. 

This piece is about the postal service and 

how communication via the postal service 

is symbolized by the same creature our 

society spends so much time denouncing 

– “snail mail.” While most of us cannot 

imagine a world without the internet at 

our fingertips, nearly one in five Americans 

without Internet would be less capable to 

communicate without a daily visit from a 

postal worker in order to receive and send 

snail mail.

Suppressed mail volume due to the 

increasing popularity of the Internet has had 

a staggering impact on the sustainability of 

the United States Postal Service (USPS). 

In 2010, the USPS reported a $5.1 billion 

loss, and Postmaster General Patrick 

Donahoe accompanied the financial report 

with a statement in which he stated that 

the organization’s costs would have to be 

reduced by $20 billion in order to return to 

profitability by 2015.

While most would presume that the 

financial woes of the USPS are linked to 

the state of the economy, the “red ink” (as 

the National Association of Letter Carriers 

Executive Vice- President calls it) was the 

mandated pre-funding of employee pension 

plans which requires the organization to 

do something that no other business or 

government agency has to do – pre-fund 

a 75-year liability for future retiree health 

benefits in ten years or less. This policy 

effectively requires the organization to put 

money aside for pension plans that will 

fund employees that have not been born 

yet.

In an attempt to combat these deficits, 

the USPS has proposed numerous avenues 

through which it can reduce its costs. To 

the dismay of individuals who rely upon 

the postal service,

the proposed cuts have all involved 

service reductions and price increases. 

There have been seemingly straightforward 

proposals to further increase the price 

of a stamp to fifty cents and to eliminate 

Saturday delivery, making home delivery 

a five-day service. The postmaster general 

says that he would need to eliminate 

155,000 positions by 2016 in order to return 

to profitability if federal laws do not change.

Although these changes leave 

most citizens in urban areas largely 

unaffected, they will ultimately hinder the 

communicative ability of rural populations, 

the infirm, and senior citizens. Some areas, 

such as Lime Village in Alaska, are so 

remote that the removal of the post office 

would literally cut off the town from the 

outside world since internet access is so 

limited in the area. I could not imagine 

residing in such a place and managing 

without personal, face-to-face entre into the 

greater, global system of communication. 

For those without Internet access, and 

extremely limited telephone access, the 

post office is literally a portal for discourse 

on both personal and professional levels—

offering individuals a solid connection to 

the human race. When I went to sleep-

away camp, I distinctly remember how 

much opening a letter meant to me; there 

is something inexplicably powerful in 

the touch of a tangible link with another 

human being.

The reality is that millions of Americans 

depend on the USPS for important 

functions, like paying bills and receiving 

medications. NYU Professor and “Save 

the Post Office” movement founder Steve 

Hutkins explains that “He could not believe 

how many people do not even have a bank” 

and rely upon the USPS to carry out their 

financial transactions. A study published by 

CNN Money reveals that nearly ten million 

US households do not have bank accounts. 

If service continues to be cut, more 

individuals will be forced to utilize private 

companies, such as UPS or FedEx, to carry 

out their mailing needs. With a private 

company, however, individuals will have 

to pay more, and politicians have gone so 

far as to propose selling parts of the USPS 

to private corporations. One of the greatest 

features of the USPS is its consistency – an 

individual can send a letter from Key West, 

Florida to Nome, Alaska and still only use 

a single stamp. The same would not occur 

under a private system and the consumer 

would be taken advantage of by private 

corporations seeking to attain as much 

profit as possible. The current stamp price 

is utilized as an average of costs across all 

markets – private companies would charge 

individuals more or less based on where 

mail is going.

This isn’t rocket science. Politicians 

can keep the postal service alive by 

simply changing the service’s pension 

requirements. Citizens rely upon the postal 

service for a slough of reasons and letting it 

switch into private hands would only prove 

detrimental for the consumer. Hovering 

atop the Corinthian colonnade at the James 

Farley Post Office in midtown Manhattan 

is this phrase: “Neither snow nor rain nor 

heat nor gloom of night shall keep these 

couriers from the swift completion of their 

appointed rounds.” To me, this doesn’t 

sound snail-like or sloth-like at all; rather, 

it sounds like an organization desperately 

attempting to preserve the profoundly 

human capacity and need to communicate.

STORY BY CHAD KLITZMAN

the
Post O ce

Save
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By 2020, our gross national debt 

will breach $20 trillion. This is not a 

popular reality; few want America to hold 

debts exceeding 100% of its GDP, and 

many (particularly conservatives) see debt 

reduction as our top national priority. 

A fierce debate now exists regarding the 

United States’ fiscal maneuverability and 

the point at which the public debt burden 

will become harmful or unsustainable. It is 

unclear exactly what those negative effects 

entail and at what point the national debt 

becomes too big. One thing, however, 

is certain: America’s volatile politics 

restrain and reduce its capacity to sustain 

its growing national debt. Simply put: the 

biggest threat to the American economy is 

American politics.

In a perfect world, the U.S. might emulate 

Japan, whose economy chugs happily along 

despite national debts of about 230% of 

its GDP (ours, by comparison, recently 

breached 70%). America is perfectly 

capable of handling big debt: unlike Greece, 

we can always print new money to finance 

our borrowing; we are the most massive 

and indispensable link in the global 

economy, and our reliable credit history 

has lent the Treasury Bond the prized 

status as the world’s “safe haven asset.” Yet 

the gridlocked and ideologically polarized 

state of American politics does little to 

ensure global investors that our governing 

institutions can solve problems quickly 

and effectively as situations demand. Policy 

gridlock and political gamesmanship can 

produce tangible negative economic effects: 

a significant event could trigger a recession, 

a financial crisis, or even a massive flight 

of investors. Thus, the respected political 

scientist Thomas Ferguson and lauded 

economist Robert Johnson both conclude 

that if an American debt crisis does occur, 

its cause will be primarily political.

The looming fiscal cliff illuminates an 

unfortunate reality: our world is far from 

perfect. Its genesis shows why. The debt 

ceiling debacle of 2011 was a microcosm 

of all that ails American politics: acting 

in the manner of a parliamentary 

opposition party within a system requiring 

compromise, the Republican Party decided 

it was willing to default on billions’ of 

dollars worth of promised government 

outlays, holding the U.S. economy as a 

hostage in order to satisfy its political 

goals. The political brinksmanship of 

the debt ceiling crisis rocked the public’s 

already tenuous confidence in the U.S. 

Congress, and inspired Standard & Poor’s 

to downgrade the U.S. credit rating for the 

first time ever. By some rough estimates, 

the downgrade may have reduced annual 

GDP growth by as much as one percent, 

and may have added as many as one million 

people to the ranks of the unemployed 

through the spillover effects of extreme 

economic uncertainty. Most importantly, 

however, it showed that Washington is not 

that far from Athens. Indeed, the prospect 

of a voluntary and unnecessary default on 

U.S. debt obligations does and should scare 

investors, and raises the prospect of a true 

sovereign debt crisis.

The fiscal cliff is the legacy of that 

debt debacle, a ticking time bomb of 

$720 billion worth of cuts to defense, 

Medicare, and other federal programs 

set to explode alongside the expiration of 

the Bush tax cuts and Obama payroll tax 

deduction at the end of 2012. The failure 

of the bipartisan “supercommittee” is 

its cause, and it epitomizes the partisan 

gridlock that impedes our policymaking 

process and prevents productive economic 

remedies. Indeed, both the nonpartisan 

Congressional Budget Office and the 

International Monetary Fund predict that 

the fiscal cliff will cause a new recession in 

the first half of 2013, yet lawmakers have 

postponed consideration of a fix until after 

the presidential election. Their inaction, as 

The Economist describes in an October 6th 

article, “is paralysing American business 

[sic]” as pervasive uncertainty causes 

businesses and households to postpone 

decisions and investments; some estimate 

that uncertainty alone will slow GDP 

growth by 0.5% or more in the second half 

of 2012. Unsurprisingly, S&P has adopted 

a negative outlook for its U.S. sovereign 

credit rating, signaling that markets may 

not be willing to put up with such rampant 

economic uncertainty for much longer 

without consequence.

Perhaps, were its political system 

willing and able to facilitate it, the United 

States could continue borrowing until its 

economy reached near full employment 

without worrying about the inevitable yet 

manageable consequences of an escalating 

debt burden. Yet volatile and sometimes 

outright self-destructive politics justify 

investors’ fears that their “risk-free” U.S. 

debt securities might not be as safe as 

they once thought. Over the long run, 

America will need to face its unsustainable 

SPRINTING toward
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commitments to health care, old age 

insurance, and defense, but a distinct lack 

of bipartisanship and a compromising 

mindset in the U.S. Congress could lock in 

an unsustainable status quo. At some point, 

the U.S. will need to convince investors that 

it is blazing a sustainable and affordable 

trail for the future; otherwise, they may find 

government debt from more stable polities 

to be a safer bet.

This leads to several conclusions. 

First, Congress must rediscover the spirit 

of compromise (although this remains 

exceedingly unlikely) and cancel its 

economic suicide run over the fiscal cliff 

immediately. Second, in order to maintain 

a sustainable long-term fiscal outlook, it 

should either embrace the recommendations 

of the Simpson-Bowles deficit commission 

or at least make a conscious effort to reform 

the unsustainable programs like Medicare 

that will eventually consume the budget.  

Third, we must borrow responsibly and 

in a countercyclical fashion by pumping 

up aggregate demand with deficits during 

recessions and (more vexingly) by reducing 

our debt-to-GDP ratio during times of 

plenty to ensure the market that we are 

committed to perpetually reliable debt 

service. In short: we must rediscover 

Keynesianism as Keynes himself envisaged: 

not as a blind sanction endorsement of big 

government, but as a way to fill in the gaps 

left by classical 

e c o n o m i c s 

and bring a 

d e p r e s s e d 

economy back 

to life. Save 

and reign in 

g o v e r n m e n t 

spending once 

the economy 

has recovered; 

embrace large 

deficits as 

necessary, not as 

the status quo.

There may someday come a time 

when investors reconsider the long-held 

characterization of the U.S. Treasury bond 

as the world’s sole “risk-free asset”. When 

that day arrives, a moderate debt burden 

will serve the interests of the American 

people well, for a debt-laden American 

economy may not appear to be a safe bet 

for the cautious investor.

FISCAL

Congress must rediscover the 
spirit of compromise...and 
cancel its economic suicide run 

SUICIDE?

NAT IONAL

STORY BY JONATHAN FRIED
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CONSCRIPTION:

Today’s world does not have a welcome mat for high 

school graduates.  In fact, it seems that the more one looks into 

the job market, the less accessible it appears.  A college degree is 

increasingly important for the careers that allow Americans to live 

at a middle class level and raise a family in any degree of comfort, 

and a bachelor’s degree is, often times, only the bare minimum for 

these forms of employment.  At the same time though, the cost of 

a college degree is rising at a frankly frightening rate, 1,120 per-

cent since 1978, four times faster than the Consumer Price Index 

over the same period, according to Bloomberg.  This fast esca-

lation in prices is putting the cost of post-secondary education 

beyond the reach of many Americans. According to NPR, today 

two-thirds of American bachelor’s degree recipients take out loans 

to attend college.

 For bright American students looking to carve their 

way in the 

world, this 

is bad news 

indeed.  To 

cope with 

rising tu-

ition costs, 

s t u d e n t s 

turn to fi-

nancial aid 

and schol-

a r s h i p s , 

along with 

student loans.  For many students, the entire system seems quite 

unfair.  They see a labor market that increasingly requires exten-

sive education, while the higher education system gets increasing-

ly, and prohibitively, expensive.  It is really easy to understand how 

many intelligent and hardworking students feel nearly powerless 

in this vicious cycle, and feel unfairly penalized by the system as it 

stands now.  

 Yet it is also easy to see how difficult a problem this is 

when the opinions of well-to-do families are considered.  It is not 

taxing to understand how a wealthy family may be upset at pay-

ing full sticker price with hard-earned money while other stu-

dents receive the same education at the same school for heavily 

reduced rates.  It is extremely important to keep this in mind; 

no solution to higher educational financing should start from a 

point at which any significant group’s interests are left out of the 

methodological process.  Wealthy people can reasonably be ex-

pected to be angry if they feel like educational finance reforms 

force them to pay directly for the education of others.

 Many nations today require service for all young 

adults.  This generally comes in the form of conscription to the 

military, at least as a baseline, from which alternatives, should 

they exist, are derived.  In nations such as Israel and South Ko-

rea, it is simply necessary for all citizens to serve in the military 

when they come of age.  In Israel, though, only about 50% of 

conscripts actually serve, due to a variety of exemptions, and 

all Arab citizens are exempt from conscription.  Also, in many 

countries, alternatives to military service exist, and are not only 

socially acceptable, but also come with benefits to the individu-

al. 

 Switzerland is a shining example of this model.  Con-

scription has been the norm in the nation for its entire history, 

though an alternative to military service has existed since 1996.  

Upon being drafted, persons can apply to join the civilian ser-

“The wonderful thing about this service 
is that it is more than just service to the 

the key to
Higher Education Reform 
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vice, and then go to a hearing for the same purpose.  Around 

ninety percent of those who go to hearings are accepted for civil-

ian service.  In that service, a variety of jobs exist, in such areas 

as health care, welfare, environmental protection, agriculture, 

research projects, and developmental assistance abroad.  The 

wonderful thing about this service is that it is more than just 

service to the nation.  The individual benefits as well by gaining 

experience in the area of choice. 

 In the United States, we need a system similar to Swit-

zerland’s.  Our military is a tremendous expense today, based 

upon a large standing army.  The $711 billion dollars in the U.S. 

defense budget is more than the $695 billion that China, Rus-

sia, the U.K., France, Japan, India, Saudi Arabia, Germany, Bra-

zil, Italy, South Korea, Australia, and Canada spend, combined.  

There have been periodic calls 

to scale the budget back, and 

though cuts are certainly com-

ing with the dawning fiscal cliff, 

there has also always been the 

concern that scaling back our 

military would unacceptably 

reduce our nation’s readiness to 

face a sudden enemy.  Conscrip-

tion would be a wonderful alter-

native.  As all citizens come of 

age, they are conscripted.  They 

would be trained and then serve 

for a period of time in the armed 

forces as needed, followed by an 

additional few years of service 

in the reserve forces.  In this 

way, our nation could have a 

huge pool of trained men and 

women ready to be called upon 

and put into service at short 

notice, so that we could safely 

reduce our level of active-duty 

professional soldiers.

 This conscription 

should absolutely be tied to a 

national service system though.  

This system could include many 

of the areas that Switzerland’s 

service does, like service in 

health care, environmental pro-

tection, community service, and 

research projects.  It could also 

include some of the programs 

that Singapore’s national service 

system does, with opportunities for adventure training, overseas 

trips, and service-learning projects in other nations.  The won-

derful thing about this sort of system would be the experience 

that young people would have the opportunity to glean before 

entering tertiary education.  Those interested in science educa-

tion would be able to work in labs on actual projects, environ-

mental students would get to work towards preservation, and so 

on.  Those that served in the military and in adventure training 

and the like would have the immeasurable benefit of leadership 

experience and mentoring. This would be a boon for those com-

FEATURE

ing into adulthood, as they would finally be able to have the 

opportunities for enrichment that are quite hard to come across 

for so many in the country.  In addition, in exchange for the ser-

vice the would-be students provide, the government would be 

able to implement some sort of price control system for higher 

educational costs, along with a student loan system providing 

students with all the loans they need at interest rates tied purely 

to inflation. 

 In a uniquely American way, though, this system 

should teach responsibility, accountability, and maturity.  It 

should do this by being run by the young adults themselves.  

Classes of graduating students in America contain thousands of 

great minds, motivated hands, and giving hearts.  These people 

want to given the chance to lead and to grow, and they should 

be.  The students themselves 

could be given the opportunity 

to work in the administration 

of this system, because there 

are a great deal of bright minds 

itching for an opportunity to 

help run a huge organization 

like our national service system 

would be.  

 It is very important that 

the students themselves run 

this organization.  This is not 

only because of cost savings, 

but because this service sys-

tem should absolutely provide 

intangible benefits to the stu-

dents.  They should be grow-

ing and learning, and the best 

leaders among them should be 

given the best opportunity to 

develop themselves, through 

leadership and management of 

the service system organization.  

In addition, it is important that 

this organization be a source of 

pride to all, which would be so 

much more so the case if it were 

a successful and self-running 

organization showcasing the 

talents and possibilities of the 

new generation of Americans. 

 This service should be tied 

to a combination of bold steps.  

The costs of higher education 

are billowing out of control and 

student debt is skyrocketing as well.  The government should 

institute, for those American students who went through the 

national service system, a price ceiling on higher education, or 

at least a ceiling for the rate of education cost increases.  This 

is, of course, a market distortion, but it is reasonable to see that 

higher education provides such an invaluable service, through 

the conference of degrees, that the higher education system as 

a whole is a virtual monopoly providing a necessary good.  It is 

completely reasonable for higher education to be somewhat re-

moved from the market system, as it represents a market failure.  

The numbers:
- 2/3 of American bachelor’s 
degree recipients take out 
student loans (Bloomberg)

- the cost of a college 
degree has increased 

- the cost of tuition has 
increased by 498.31%, while 
in ation has only increased 
by 115.06% since 1986
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The higher educational system is not even close to a 

competitive market due to the fact that length of existence 

and the degree-name recognition provide huge barriers to 

entry.  Also, since a degree is so vital to economic success 

in modern America, it is not a very competitive market at 

all, since Americans are captive to the market.  Since 1986, 

the cost of tuition has increased by 498.31% while inflation 

has only increased by 115.06%.

The government should also provide student loans to 

those students who have been trained.  The loan system 

would be excellent for the government, allowing it to in-

centivize the sorts of educations that our economy needs.  

Loans with interest rates purely tied to inflation could be 

given to those students who enter into educational paths 

whose graduates are in high demand, so that the govern-

ment could help get our economy more engineers, more 

nurses, and more high-demand professionals with more 

bearable debt loads.  

 It is true that costs would be added to the coun-

try through this system.  It is a tough thing to advocate in 

our debt-hawk media environment, but it is doable and it 

is necessary.  Those who chose to join the military would 

FEATURE

mostly have their salaries and training costs off-

set by the reductions in active-duty soldiers.  The 

other programs would probably be relatively low-

cost, do to the private-public partnerships and 

values created by student labor, including services 

like firefighting, emergency medical services, and 

other services.  Those costs are also warranted, 

because students will gain the valuable training 

that they just are not getting today.  Students will 

enter college and beyond with skills and experi-

ence that they need to thrive and be competitive 

in the global marketplace.  

 Our higher education system needs bold 

steps to move it forward, but most importantly, 

our students need a leg up in actual experience, 

training, and maturity.  Financial assistance to 

our struggling students can and must be tied to 

a national service system to help our graduates 

mature to young adults, so that they can thrive 

and expand their unique and diverse skill sets as 

they move forward to become a new and great 

generation.

 Overall, the takeaways of this idea are 

rather simple.  Educational costs are out of con-

trol.  According to the Delta Cost Project’s Trends 

in College Spending study, costs of education in 

terms of tuition and amount of money spent on 

actual education differ significantly.  Tuition nev-

er covers the cost of education but the cost born 

by students, in the form of tuition increases, itself 

increases in times of economic trouble for nation, 

when better education is most sorely needed.  

This article mainly discusses how costs of ed-

ucation are a problem, and how we could have 

lower student loan rates and better training in a 

variety of areas if a national service system were 

to be implemented.  However, what is a clear 

trend is that universities have not been good at spending their mon-

ey.  The cost of colleges has run away far beyond inflation, and the 

aforementioned study shows that the additional costs are not going 

into spending on student education.  Where is this money going?  

What can be seen is that the market has failed Americans in higher 

education, and this needs to be rectified.  If the nation’s youth will 

provide it with service, and gain invaluable experience, then cost 

controls and a deep investigation into the financing of universities 

are absolutely called for, as so much public money is spent upon such 

universities that their cost effectiveness must be questioned as well.  

Students today are beginning to wonder whether a tertiary education 

is even worth its cost.  Surely financial reform is called for to combat 

this growing sentiment in a country where educational attainment 

lags significantly behind other nations of the developed world.  It is 

a bold request, but cost controls are necessary, and extremely pos-

sible, given a national service system, an improved loan system, and 

a push for greater cost transparency and cost effectiveness among 

universities.  





14 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW | FALL 2012

GLOBAL

STORY BY NADIA TAREEN

“BREAKING NEWS: Health Care Mandate Struck Down.” On 

the morning of June 28, CNN News confidently flashed this head-

line across the screens of its cable channel and its website, and Fox 

News followed suit. The whole country was watching as the Su-

preme Court released its ruling on the constitutionality of Presi-

dent Obama’s Affordable Health Care Act. However, a few minutes 

after this headline, as network employees took a few extra seconds 

to actually read the 193-page Supreme Court ruling, America’s 

news networks were forced to quickly revise their headlines to 

represent the truth: Obamacare had indeed been declared con-

stitutional. Although CNN and Fox both released apologies for 

the error, we must ask why such a major gaffe occurred in the first 

place. CNN’s slogan is the “Most Trusted Name in News,” but is it 

always such a good idea to put our faith in what the media tells us? 

The largest American networks, including CNN, Fox News, 

and MSNBC, dominate the airwaves and serve as the primary 

source of information for much of the public, with 71% of Ameri-

cans getting the majority of their international and national news 

from television. Ever since the advent of the 24-hour news cycle, 

these media outlets have prioritized ratings and shocking head-

lines over accuracy and the basic tenets of journalism. Only 29% 

of Americans believe that news organizations “generally get the 

facts straight,” and the number of viewers who would be willing to 

describe news organizations as “highly professional” has declined 

by 13% in the last twenty-five years. 

Clearly many Americans find the current state of our news 

sources disappointing and insufficient—but do people around the 

world feel the same way about their countries’ news networks? 

One striking contrast is the 85-year-old British Broadcasting Cor-

poration (BBC). In Britain, 77% of the population views the BBC 

as, “an institution people should be proud of.” Furthermore, 69% 

of the British public believes that the BBC is trustworthy. Why the 

discrepancy? Americans should be able to trust their media just 

as much as any Englishman or citizen in any other country of the 

world. 

Comparing the models of different countries’ news organiza-

tions may provide the answer. The BBC prides itself on its dedica-

tion to the correctness of its news. As part of its “Accuracy and 

Truth” initiative, BBC publishes Editorial Guidelines that state: “In 

news and current affairs content, achieving due accuracy is more 

important than speed.” As evident by the healthcare announce-

ment fiasco, this is a lesson that the American media has yet to 

learn. Unlike its counterparts in the United States, the BBC was es-

tablished in the 1920s by the British government with the mission 

to “inform, educate, and entertain” the population. The objective 

of the most popular American news networks may be similar to 

this mission, but their status as commercialized competitors com-

pletely changes the game. 

The aim of CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC is to make a profit—

in many cases, no matter what it takes. Accuracy takes a backseat 

while achieving the highest viewership possible and gaining the 

most revenue from advertising constitute the most important 

goals for most of America’s media. The BBC, on the other hand, 

is entrusted with the duty of sharing nothing but the truth with its 

audiences, or it is held accountable to serious consequences. When 

the BBC is accused of misleading the public, the allegations must 

be taken seriously and the publicly controlled institution might 

soon find itself in an unpleasant imbroglio. For example, Former 

Director General of the BBC Greg Dyke was forced to resign in 

2004 after the news organization wrongly blamed Tony Blair’s La-

bour party for misreporting the military capabilities of Iraq.  On 

the other hand, when fingers are pointed at an American cable 

THE MOST TRUSTED 
NAME IN NEWS?

Exploring the Inaccuracy of American Cable News 
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GET THEIR NEWS 
FROM TELEVISION

news network for misinformation, an on-air apology is issued if 

the nation seems especially enraged, and the problem ends there. 

The United States does, of course, also have public news orga-

nizations, which appear to deliver news of a higher caliber than 

their privately funded counterparts. Dr. Groseclose, a professor 

at UCLA, conducted a study that found PBS Newshour to be the 

most objective, centrist news program on television. Despite this 

superior quality of news from public broadcasters, with less bias 

and more focus on the truth, many more viewers tune in to the 

private networks (2.7 million viewers for an hour each night for 

PBS, versus CNN constantly having about 450,000 viewers at any 

one time). Thus we must acknowledge these large private corpo-

rations as the most important and powerful players in American 

media. As profit-seeking companies, these networks will do what 

it takes to beat the competition, even if it means the truth gets 

lost in the mix. 

The implications of the widespread inaccuracy of the news are 

huge. When voters pull the lever at the polls, what they heard news 

anchors say the night before, truthful or not, lingers at the back 

of their minds. Private companies have had and will have a strong 

hold on the media in the United States for a long time, and for the 

United States to keep up with the quality of news the rest of the 

world is receiving, punishments for inaccuracy must be more se-

vere. A cursory on-air apology is not enough, and networks will 

not be eager to change until they are faced with dips in ratings and 

advertiser withdrawals. We deserve accurate, unbiased information 

in the news—now we need to demand it.  

HOME                 SPEEDY NEWS     SHOCKING HEADLINES         TRUTH

29% OF AMERICANS BELIEVE NEWS 
ORGANIZATIONS “GENERALLY GET 
THE FACTS STRAIGHT”

ACCURACY ACROSS THE POND
69% OF THE BRITISH PUBLIC BELIEVE BBC 

IS TRUSTWORTHY 

ANOTHER OPTION?
PBS NEWSHOUR MORE ACCURATE AND

UNBIASED
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“
“Queremos independencia desde austeridad de España,”  

translated as “we want independence from Spain’s austerity.” 

This was only one of the many chants that rang out across the 

Cortes Generales, Spain’s main parliamentary institution, during 

the mass protests earlier in September. The austerity measures 

are among the most contentious issues that define the current 

European sovereign-debt crisis, and in some ways have indirectly 

contributed to the breakdown of the social cohesion in Spain. This 

social disruption is also a product of Spain’s long legacy of tension 

between the Madrid government and the culturally distinct 

outlying autonomous regions. 

Spain is a nation with a turbulent past. In the last century, it 

morphed from a constitutional monarchy to a republic to a military 

regime and now into a parliamentary democracy. This evolution 

provides the framework for understanding the development of the 

Spanish state in general. Historically, the country had an informal 

structure where different regions received considerable autonomy. 

This changed under Franco Francisco’s rule as he centralized 

power back to Madrid. 

After the fall of the military dictatorship in 1972, monarch Juan 

Carlos led a massive democratization movement that engendered 

the current constitution. The document provided for specific 

regions to be designated as “nationalities”. Under a reinstated Statute 

of Autonomy, these nationalities were granted special duties and 

rights to self-govern policies regarding education, language, voting 

rights, and other issues that would normally fall under the purview 

of the central government. Since inception of the constitution, 

Catalonia, Galicia and the Basque Country have been designated 

as “nationalities”. Over the years, 

more and more autonomous 

regions have been added and 

further powers delegated to these 

regions. 

This has led to considerable 

devolution of centralized 

governmental power. Supporters 

see Madrid’s support of pathways 

toward autonomy as legitimizing 

the central government’s image 

as a boon to the interests of 

the people and argue that the 

devolution of power has in many 

ways prevented agitation and a 

possibility of a secession crisis, particularly in Catalonia. 

Still, Madrid’s devolution of power has exacerbated Spain’s 

tumult in the Eurozone sovereign-debt crisis. Spain, having a 

relatively low debt-to-GDP ratio in comparison to those of Greece 

and Italy, is under pressure to avoid a massive collapse of its economy 

and to settle its debt. The EBC (European Central Bank) and other 

protests thus showcase a rise of 

turning point in the relation between 

NATION
DECIDE 

we are awe
STORY BY ISAAC A. BLANCAS
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EU nations like Germany want Spain to stay fiscally conservative 

and impose austerity measures. Such austerity measures have been 

used to stabilize the restoration of democracy like other countries 

such as Greece and Portugal. However, their implementation has 

also raised the value added tax from 18% to 21%, curtailed certain 

liberties that Spain’s citizenry is accustomed to, and may reduce the 

bureaucracies of the individual regions since most of Spain’s budget 

is spent on maintaining these different systems. Additionally, the 

austerity measures have reduced unemployment benefits and 

social services at a critical time when the nation has an overall 

unemployment rate of 25% (and a staggering 50% among young 

adults ages 18-24). The unemployment crisis is combined with 

rhetoric from German economic leaders in the ECB and Germany 

itself, who blame Spain’s economic misfortune on its own people. 

Political and social unease thus festers. 

Such tension has found outlet in the massive protests against 

austerity measures. For instance, in September 2012, 1.5 million 

people marched and demonstrated in Catalonia, forming the 

largest protest in the history of the nationality. Polls indicate 

that 50% of the Catalonians want to secede in order to avoid the 

austerity measures and express their condemnation of the perceived 

unfairness of the central government in Castile. Such high support 

for secession captures a major change in public opinion within a 

short period of time; before the euro crisis support for secession 

was around 20%-30%. The 2012 Catalan independence protests 

thus showcase a rise of radical politics in society, and mark a 

turning point in the relation between Catalonia and Spain.  

What lies in the future for this tentative relationship? For now, 

Artur Mas, the president of Catalonia, has dissolved the Catalan 

parliament. New elections are to be held on November 25, 2012. 

Before its dissolution, however, parliament approved a bill calling 

for the next legislature to hold a referendum on the issue of self-

determination. 

I believe that while many people want to end these austerity 

measures and unfair fiscal policies, this only holds true if there 

aren’t many options. It is unclear at this point, however, exactly what 

options are available to the people and the Madrid government. 

One potential course is a change in the constitutional structure 

of Spain to that of a true federal system. In theory, federalism 

would end the question of how much autonomy should be 

given, equalize the relations between autonomous regions, and 

determine common duties and rights for all regions. However, it is 

difficult to conceive of such a system gaining widespread popular 

support, especially given that with the exception of Germany, no 

European nations have embraced true federalism due to long-

held ideas of the “nation state” and the vital importance of a 

centralized bureaucracy in governing a nation. Federalism would 

also be difficult to implement because the Spain is very devolved 

and unregulated in comparison to other homogeneous states like 

France. 

In light of these challenges, Spain will have a very difficult task 

in the upcoming years, and it’s still not certain the country will 

need a bailout from the ECB. The Spanish will have to deal not 

only with the economic aftereffects of austerity, but also with the 

political and societal effects as well. Spanish government leaders 

will need to find productive ways to address the anti-Madrid 

sentiment in Catalonia and other regions; otherwise they will have 

to deal with the phrase, “We are one nation, we decide”. 
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1 Birth
For all of those who didn’t know, Kim Jong 

Il was a god.  His omnipotence is shown by 

Soviet records to have been born in 1941 

in the Soviet Union while his father was in 

exile.  However, his official biography states 

that he was born in Korea proper at a mili-

tary camp on North Korea’s Mt Paektu.  In 

addition, his birth was reportedly marked 

by a double rainbow and a bright star in 

the sky.  The laws of physics and astronomy 

had conspired to mark the birth of great 

comrade Kim Jong Il

2 Personal Train
Although Kim was a god and some even 

believe he can control the weather, his all-

mighty self has an extreme phobia of fly-

ing.  Therefore, he traveled in his private 

armored train when meeting with Chinese 

and Russian leaders.  In fact, Konstantin 

Pulikovsky, who travelled on board with 

Kim, reported that the dictator would have 

live lobster air-lifted to his train every day 

and eat them with silver chopsticks.  

3 Personal Chef
Just as Fidel Castro had a love for expen-

sive foreign delicacies.  His former personal 

Japanese Chef, Kenji Fujimoto, was sent 

all over the world to pick up delicacies for 

the great leader.  Some of these delicacies 

included Iranian caviar, Danish pork, Chi-

nese grapes, and Thai mangos and papayas.  

Fujimoto said that he was sent on a whim to 

Tokyo to pick up herb-scented rice cake. It 

is also reported that Kim has a 200 person 

staff dedicated to maintain the health of the 

Kim.  Fujimoto defected to his native Japan 

in 2001. 

4 Film/Porn
Kim was known to be a film enthusiast.  He had a 

library of 20,000 Hollywood movies.  In 1978, Kim 

arranged for the kidnapping of Sim Sang Ok, a 

South Korean movie director, while he was in Hong 

Kong.   Kim wished to jumpstart the North Korean 

film industry.  In 2003, it was also reported that Kim 

possessed a huge and raunchy porn collection.  

5 Golfer 
Kim was alleged to be a master of golf.  In 

1994, North Korean media reported that Kim 

shot 11 holes-in-one and scored had a 38-un-

der-par game.  In other words, Tiger Woods 

has nothing on his highness. In addition to 

this, it was on Kim’s first attempt. 

THINGS YOU
DIDN’T KNOW

ABOUT KIM 
JONG IL
STORY BY ANTHONY CRUZ
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6 Jimmy Carter/

Madeleine Albright 
In 2000, Former Secretary of State Mad-

eleine Albright presented Kim with a ball 

signed by Michael Jordan at the conclusion 

of her visit to the impoverished nation.  

Kim is said to be an enthusiast of basket-

ball and Jordan.  In addition to this visit and 

undeserving gift, Former President Jimmy 

Carter sent condolences to North Korea af-

ter Kim passed in December 2011.  In fact, 

President Carter wished “every success” to 

the man that was to take over as dictator.

7 Cult of 
     Personality 
In North Korea, Kim Jong il and his father 

Kim Il Sung, who passed in 1994, are dei-

fied.  On Kim’s 60th birthday, there was a 

nation-wide celebration.  Apparently his 

vast knowledge on fashion has led him to 

set world fashion trends. Portraits of the 

two handsome devils are on display in vir-

tually every family home. 

8 Human
     Rights
North Korea has one of the worst human 

rights records. There are up to 200,000 po-

litical prisoners in camps all over the nation.  

Conditions have been described as grossly 

inhumane.  In the 1990s, North Korea suf-

fered terrible famine that culminated in 

the death of 2,000,000 citizens. Meanwhile, 

Kim instituted a military first policy regard-

ing rationing.  There are virtually no civil 

liberties and the media is state controlled.

9 Miscellaneous
Kim was a chain smoker and avid drinker.  

He was one of Hennessey’s best customers 

and spent more than $800,000 dollars on 

the cognac per year.  In case he ever needed 

to escape, Kim had $4,000,000,000 in Lux-

embourgish banks.  Kim also enjoyed strip-

pers, jet skiing, and horseback riding.

10 Death 
Kim died at the age of 70, of what many suspect was a heart 

attack while aboard his train near Pyongyang on December 

17th, 2011. North Korea went into a mourning period and me-

dia video showed thousands of citizens crying and collapsing 

that their great leader had died.  In addition, the Korean Cen-

tral News Agency (KCNA) reported that as Kim passed away, 

“Ice cracked on a famous lake “so loud, it seemed to shake the 

Heavens and the Earth”, and a mysterious glow was seen on a 

revered mountain top.”  
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“
Let’s take a walk down memory  

lane. Remember the  kid in middle school 

with whom no one would form a team for 

a group project because he sounded, acted, 

dressed, or smelled weird? Or the kid in 

high school to whom an invitation to the 

coolest party would not be extended on 

similar grounds? Open, voluntary 

association with such a pariah 

was akin to social suicide. Indeed, 

keeping such a persona non grata 

at arm’s length seemed like the 

most sensible option, at least for 

someone most seized by matters 

reputational. However, suppose 

your objective had not been 

mere self-satisfaction but to help 

change the outcast for the better 

- a policy of isolation might have 

proven unwise. This assertion 

will be bolstered by an answer to a simple 

question: with regard to the need for him to 

change, would the aforementioned kid have 

been more receptive to the prodding of well-

meaning acquaintances or condescending 

strangers? 

Returning to the here and now, the recent 

opening up of Myanmar has been heralded 

by many as the nascent “normalization” 

of a hitherto pariah state. The reasons for 

what appears to be a profound change in 

Myanmar will undoubtedly be debated 

for a long time to come. It goes without 

saying that, as with most momentous and 

complex processes of political change, a 

concatenation of factors carried the day. To 

and strengthened the government. Perhaps 

more disconcertingly, as Thant Myint-U, 

grandson of the late United Nations 

Secretary-General U Thant, has noted, 

sanctions are also counterproductive to the 

extent that they hinder the emergence of 

the very classes of people on whom the best 

chances of democratic ferment depend.  

A key factor often missing in the Western 

narrative of how Myanmar has opened 

up is the policy of principled engagement 

by the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN). Like acquaintances 

who did not rush to merely condemn 

and exclude, ASEAN members admitted 

Myanmar into the regional grouping in 

1997. Unsurprisingly, such a move was 

met with widespread chagrin on the part 

of many Western pundits and politicians 

more fixated on self-congratulatory moral 

postures than with finding a practicable 

solution for Myanmar’s woes. After 

nearly 15 years of both private and public 

conclude, as some Western writers have, 

that it was above all Western sanctions 

which forced the hand of Naypyidaw 

would be a huge disservice to the pursuit 

of policies capable of promoting genuine 

democratic change in societies besieged by 

egregious and dictatorial regimes.

The West’s policy of isolation toward 

Myanmar, manifest in the slew of economic 

sanctions, was not unlike the shunning of 

the “weird” kid in our brief harkening back; 

the policy’s influence should accordingly 

not be overstated. By precluding any iota of 

foreign competition, sanctions contribute 

to an insular system under which local 

oligarchs and crony capitalists had little, 

if any, incentive to change the way they 

operated. Indeed, such a system hurt the 

layman more than the elites: The man 

whom many consider to be Myanmar’s 

richest – Tay Za – revealed in an interview 

with the Financial Times last August that 

sanctions have both greatly enriched him 

the nascent ‘normalization’ of a 

STORY BY JOHN CHEO
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diplomacy, it appears that the ‘ASEAN 

Way’ – loosely defined as (i) the principle 

of non-intervention in the domestic affairs 

of member-states, (ii) an emphasis on 

informal, personal negotiations rather 

than formal, legalistic ones and (iii) group 

consensus over coercion by rule – has 

helped produce a Myanmar that is open to 

reform.

As some ASEAN advocates have pointed 

out, by forcing the officials and leaders 

of Myanmar to attend over a thousand 

ASEAN meetings held in various cities 

all across the region, ASEAN was able 

to ‘socialize’ the reclusive country to the 

norms of the world-at-large. In addition, 

the impetus for change is strengthened 

every time the military junta confronts for 

itself the unpalatable reality that Myanmar 

has fallen abysmally behind her regional 

neighbors, including those which gained 

independence with far dimmer prospects 

than she. Insofar as no ruling clique— no 

matter how misguided— wishes to lord 

over a chronically impoverished nation, 

the ‘demonstration effect’ of a generally 

prospering Southeast Asia right outside 

its doorsteps serves the reform agenda in 

Myanmar.

To be sure, the drama and dilemmas of 

international relations do not play out in 

the benign environment of a school; a lot 

more is at stake as powers jostle for their 

day in the sun. While leaving the social 

pariah in a school to his or her own devices 

will not represent a strategic disadvantage 

to anyone, isolating Myanmar will. This, the 

American and European policymakers and 

businesses are increasingly cognizant of: 

the former wish to cultivate good ties with 

President Thein Sein’s government with the 

unspoken desire to check the ascendant 

Chinese influence in Asia-Pacific while 

the latter want to profit from the region’s 

so-called “next economic frontier.” Of 

course, they also converge in their desire, or 

desperation, to climb out of the economic 

mess that currently afflicts much of the 

West; a potential new market of over 60 

million can only be a good thing for both 

governments and corporations in the red.

Yet, many Asian observers cannot 

help but notice that a certain hypocrisy 

permeates the West’s recent reengagement 

of Myanmar. For example, three days after 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for 

Democracy won 43 out of 46 seats in the 

historic by-elections in April this year, 

Secretary of State Hilary Clinton declared 

that America “will continue our policy 

of engagement.” What engagement the 

Secretary was referring to, many Asian 

minds fail to grasp: in the span of nearly 

two decades from 1990 to 2009, direct face-

to-face meetings between America and 

Myanmar’s senior officials were nonexistent. 

Bluntly put, even as the Middle East sapped 

away herculean proportions of America’s 

intellectual, military and diplomatic capital, 

succeeding administrations in Washington 

effectively left Myanmar to her own 

deplorable devices.

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, 

the Baroness Kinnock of Holyhead, 

spokeswoman of the Labor Party for 

international development issues, 

pontificated on the BBC Radio 4’s World 

at One program that “We need to see 

interim measures, we need to see deadlines, 

we need to see benchmarks.” The tone of 

“holier-than-thou” is as regrettable as it is 

repulsive. Most damagingly, it perpetuates 

the farcical notion that the imposition of 

sanctions – a stick – without a concomitant 

investment in shrewd engagement efforts – 

a carrot – is a kind of diplomatic panacea 

when dealing with rogue countries. (For 

the unconvinced, perhaps a survey of the 

relations between Iran and the West might 

be instructive.)

ASEAN’s policy toward Myanmar, as 

a kind of ‘limestone diplomacy,’ is not 

flawless; narrow national interests among 

some ASEAN members have at times 

given the junta in Myanmar undeserved 

respite from the domestic clarion call 

for democracy. Yet on the whole, from a 

foreign policy standpoint, it must be said 

that an imperfect policy of engagement 

triumphs a perfect policy of isolation. 

While the former eschews ideological 

puritanism in favor of the pragmatic pursuit 

of reform, the latter, animated chiefly by its 

procrustean impulses, is gravely ill-suited 

for a pluralistic world. 

In early October, as I watched the 

Rumble debate between Jon Stewart 

and Bill O’Reilly in the company of my 

American friends atop Harrison House, 

many were moved to clap after Stewart, in 

a tone of utmost seriousness, said, “This 

idea that disagreeing with somebody, 

even vehemently, even to the core of your 

principles means that you should not 

engage them is ridiculous.” If the liberal 

democratic West can live up to this ideal 

beyond its borders, perhaps millions more 

around the world will clap, too.
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After this election, there has already 

been a great deal of talk about how the 

GOP needs to adapt, and we were curious 

for your views on the future of the GOP.

Well, I think it is in the interests of the 

country and having a strong democracy 

to have a strong, healthy GOP. To have 

two strong major parties is critical. As 

Amy Gutmann writes in her book, part 

of learning to live in a democracy, means 

learning to compromise—which does not 

mean abandoning your principles, it just 

means learning to come together for the 

sake of the country. That has not been 

happening in the last two years, and that 

has been very much to the detriment of the 

country.

As we saw when Hurricane Sandy 

struck, if we had done more around our 

infrastructure, we could have created jobs 

and maybe also been more prepared for 

disasters like this. So, I think Sandy, in 

a way, was a big wake-up call. It does not 

work to just operate on dogma.

Along those same lines, you’ve talked 

before about your dislike of the left-right 

distinction in politics. How do you see the 

division in politics?

First of all, I think that the use of the left-

right division actually becomes an obstacle 

to reaching solutions. The minute you 

call something a left-wing position, you 

marginalize it. So, say you label wanting to 

leave Afghanistan left-wing: (a) it’s not true, 

because 70 percent of the country wants to 

leave Afghanistan—that’s not left-wing, and 

(b) you immediately marginalize a position 

which is in the public interest. Let’s say we 

wanted to spend more on infrastructure or 

to have a payroll tax holiday or some other 

measure that would help create jobs. We 

can’t just see these as left-wing measures; 

it’s not accurate and it just prolongs the 

gridlock.

Do you think the media contributes to 

that?

Yes, the media absolutely contributes, 

in many ways. One of them is by labeling 

everything right or left. Another is by 

focusing so much on minor stories, like 

gaffes, to the detriment of focusing on 

evolving stories. Sometimes it’s harder 

to tell important stories, but that’s what 

journalism is about—telling those stories in 

a way that captures the public’s imagination 

and brings people into the stories.

How can citizens encourage journalists 

to focus less on the horse race and to focus 

more on issue coverage?

The great thing now is that citizens 

don’t have to depend on just traditional 

journalists. You can write on your own blog, 

and really anyone with anything interesting 

to say can say it. And then it’s going to be 

picked up, it’s going to be shared, and it can 

really have an impact. So, we don’t just have 

to be in the role of influencing others, they 

can express themselves.

Does your site play a big role in that?

Yes, that’s why, in my talk, I invited 

students to blog on the Huffington Post and 

to cross-post things that you write for other 

sites. I feel that that’s really the way to grow 

the discussion and bring all people into the 

conversation.

With new technology, people increasingly 

have the ability to micromanage the news 

they receive. So, you ultimately get a 

phenomenon where people only read news 

that confirms their own views, and that 

shapes people’s perceptions of reality. How 

big of a problem do you think this is in our 

country? And how do you try to confront it 

with The Huffington Post?

Well, we welcome multiple views. We 

welcome news from all sides and all on 

topics, and I think that’s really crucial to a 

robust conversation and debate. 
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I’m sure you’ve been getting a lot of 

questions about this lately, but I wanted 

to start out with what you think about the 

Obama administration’s recent decision 

to start soliciting applications for waivers 

from some of the work provisions of the 

1996 Welfare Reform law.

I think the procedure that the 

administration used was a big mistake. 

I think they just cannot have thought 

carefully about the timing of this. To do 

something that could be interpreted as 

reducing the work requirement in welfare 

in the middle of an election is just asking 

for Republicans to respond strongly and 

use it to campaign.

As to the appropriateness of the waiver 

itself, I think that there is room for a waiver 

like this. It should have been negotiated 

between Republicans and Democrats, but 

if it were, it would give the states more 

flexibility on issues like education and 

the use of TANF (i.e., welfare) dollars 

to support subsidized employment, job 

searches, and several other things that the 

states have indicated at one time or another 

that they would like to do.

I haven’t really seen this in the media, 

but part of the requirement is that states 

apply individually for a waiver. This is not 

applied automatically to the whole country; 

the states have to submit an application 

for a waiver. Part of the application is that 

they have to propose an evaluation to show 

how their proposal will increase exits from 

welfare. So, if it were implemented the way 

it’s written, I think Republicans could agree 

to something along these lines. There is 

room for common ground here.

To get into some of the minutiae of the 

plan, the administration decided to set a 

requirement that a state’s plan propose to 

move at least 20 percent more individuals 

off of welfare compared to the state’s prior 

performance. I’ve seen some accusations 

that that number was essentially just made 

up post hoc to deflect some criticism. Do 

you think the 20 percent number is realistic 

or at all meaningful?

I think it’s a good idea to have a target 

in the waiver and that the Secretary of 

Health and Human Services would give the 

states an idea of the kinds of impacts that 

they’re looking for. Exits from the rolls is 

not a great measure, because people exit the 

rolls all the time. What you’re really looking 

for is net reductions in the total caseload, 

which takes into account both people 

coming onto the rolls and people leaving 

the rolls. So, for example, we’re—well, we’re 

not doing a great job—but we’re supposed 

to be in a recovery, and it would be natural 

for people to leave welfare in a recovery as 

more and more people gain work. People 

move from welfare to work all the time. 

That’s been one of the major impacts of 

the 1996 legislation. You would expect an 

increase in exits from the welfare rolls as 

soon as the recovery gets going. So, it’s the 

net reductions in the caseloads that counts.

You’ve written a lot about the national 

debt and deficits lately. There are some 

people who argue that we’ll simply grow 

our way out of the deficits—

That’s crazy! There is absolutely no 

way our deficits are going to go away on 

their own. In the future, the deficits are 

only growing to skyrocket. Eventually, 

government spending will consume 80 

percent of the American economy—that’s 

by 2080. So, there’s no question that we’ve 

got to take action, and the number one 

target for action is Medicare and Medicaid, 

because it’s health spending that’s really 

going to bankrupt the country. Anybody 

who thinks that this is going to take care of 

itself, they just don’t know the facts.

The idea that the deficits will just 

disappear is just loopy. And it’s worse than 

that. It’s worse than that because what we 

have to do to rescue ourselves from our 

deficits and debt is going to inflict pain on 

the American people. There’s no way to do 

this without doing things like reducing the 

generosity of Social Security, without doing 

something to control healthcare spending. 

We’re going to have to cut programs for the 

poor and programs for the middle class, 

and we’re going to have to increase taxes. 

So, almost every American is going to be 

affected by a serious solution to the deficit.

Anybody who tells the people otherwise 

is not only telling people something that’s 

false, they’re making them expect that 

there’s a way to do this without causing 

pain, and there isn’t. 

So, how do we cut our spending on 

the social safety without truly disastrous 

results, then?

Well, it doesn’t necessarily produce 
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disastrous results. We have increased 

spending on the safety net, in constant 

dollars, virtually every year since 1965.  If 

we went back to 1970 or 1975 or 1980 levels 

of social spending, I don’t think that would 

be a good thing necessarily, but I don’t think 

it would be a disaster, especially regarding 

programs like food stamps. We could 

save a lot of money, because we give a lot 

of money to non-poor people. It doesn’t 

make them better-off to take money away, 

but it’s not going to be a disaster. And the 

same thing with tax increases. Roughly 

half of Americans do not pay any income 

taxes now. Maybe some of them could pay 

income taxes if we redid the tax code, and 

the middle class and wealthy people are 

going to have to pay more in taxes, too. If 

they’re not huge increases and we reform 

the tax code at the same time—which 

virtually every economist thinks would 

have a positive influence on economic 

growth—then people would make more 

money, more would be employed, and you 

could spread the burden of additional taxes. 

Do you think that the Ryan budgets, or 

parts of the Ryan budgets, have approached 

deficit and debt reduction in a reasonable 

way?

I don’t think that even the Ryan budget 

is necessarily addressed as much to 

personal responsibility as it should be. That 

said, his proposal for premium support 

would increase personal responsibility, 

not so much in a way that reduces poverty 

but in a way that encourages people to be 

more discerning in the use of healthcare. 

Now, the way things are, neither the 

doctor nor the patient has any incentive 

to economize. And doctors, when they’re 

being paid by Medicare, have every reason 

to give every additional test or procedure 

they can, because that’s how they’re paid. 

So, that’s a fundamental flaw that violates 

every concept of how a good market should 

operate. Both the doctor and the patient 

should feel some financial pressure. The 

test or procedure shouldn’t just feel like it’s 

free. That increases personal responsibility, 

and Ryan does a better job of that, in my 

view, than the President does. But, as for 

promoting work and marriage, I’m not sure 

that the Ryan budget does that enough.

On the debt and deficit, I think the Ryan 

plan is the best plan in town right now, 

primarily because it’s the only one that’s 

been introduced in Congress that would go 

a long way toward solving the deficit. Now, 

it has some problems, there are parts of it 

that are politically unsustainable. In my 

views, its greatest weakness is that it doesn’t 

have tax increases. My view is that we’ve got 

to have a compromise between Republicans 

and Democrats, and requirement number 

one is big cuts in spending combined with 

tax increases. But I think that the rest 

of it is very provocative and interesting. 

It gets a major part of the job done, and 

he’s gotten support for it. Republicans are 

supporting it, and Romney says he will 

support something very close to that. So, I 

think it’s an ongoing possibility that, in the 

end, we will get something along the lines 

of the Ryan budget, especially the premium 

support for Medicare. 

A lot of people—including your 

colleague at Brookings, Thomas Mann—

are arguing that compromise in Congress 

is dead and that Congress has really 

deteriorated over the past two decades. 

As a former insider in the process, what’s 

your take on how things have changed or 

worsened since the 90’s?

I don’t agree with those who say that 

it’s just the fault of the Republicans. Still, I 

don’t see how anyone could be an observer 

of Congress and not see that Congress is 

dysfunctional. The biggest issue—well, 

actually, there are several of them. But let 

me just name two. The biggest one by far 

is the deficit. We are in danger of going 

bankrupt and having a huge negative impact 

on the future and on our children and 

grandchildren. Congress has approached 

this issue completely irresponsibly. 

Republicans and Democrats argue with 

each other about this, but we know what the 

solution is: you have to increase taxes and 

cut spending! Yet, the Congress can’t come 

to terms with that. Democrats refuse to cut 

entitlements, Republicans refuse to increase 

taxes, and you’re never going to get a deal. 

So, Congress has totally failed here. Slavery 

and segregation were huge failures of past 

Congresses. And this is right up there as one 

of the historic failures of the U.S. Congress, 

endangering the future of the country.

Another issue is immigration. Our 

immigration policy is a complete mess. 

We admit too many people—well, we don’t 

necessarily admit them, but they get here!—

who should not be admitted to the United 

States because of their lack of education. You 

can have a certain amount of that. But the 

fundamental problem of our immigration 

problem is that we put too much emphasis 

on family relationships. That sounds nice. 

But that means that you often get relatives 

of people who are already here, and if the 

relatives are poorly educated, they tend to 

be poorly educated. Many other countries, 

including Canada, take education and skills 

into account when they admit immigrants. 

And I completely disagree with Republicans 

that we shouldn’t have something like the 

American DREAM Act. Kids who were 

brought here at three, four, five, even ten 

years old—what choice did they have? Not 

only that, but many of them are skilled, well 

educated. We should allow them to get jobs, 

and if they can get a job or a college degree 

or serve in the military, we ought to make 

them citizens. But we can’t even move on 

that!
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