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A few weeks ago, I sat with a friend of mine while she pre-
pared to write a paper for her political science seminar on 
globalization and citizenship.  Tearing me away from my 

own homework, she suddenly blurted out, “Why doesn’t anyone 
care about politics?”

“What do you mean?” I asked politely, shutting my book and 
assuming (correctly) that I would not get any more work done that 
night.  She proceeded with a diatribe about how so many social 
and political problems are systemic and constant, yet no one has 
the motivation to x them.  Her rant slammed everyone from farm-
ers in Wyoming to disinterested Penn students, but the end result 
was the same - “global warming, poverty, genocide: why can’t 
everyone get together and solve these problems?”

My reply was largely theoretical, but it boiled down to one point: 
it’s all about priorities.  While these issues may rank as the “most 
important” for her, they clearly don’t for everyone.  And even if they 
did, there is widespread disagreement about how to nd the best 
solutions.

The task of stopping crime is a prime example of a disagree-
ment over priorities.  No one likes getting mugged on street corners 
or opening the newspaper to read of another homicide, but ideas 
about how to prevent these tragedies are often conicting.  What 
is an acceptable balance between punishment and rehabilitation?  
How can we effectively and legally deter crime in the rst place?  
These questions, among others, recur throughout this issue.  

Part of The Soapbox’s mission is to address the root of my 
friend’s anguish: political apathy.  It is our hope that something in 
The Soapbox strikes a chord in you and causes you to get up on 
your own soapbox to make some noise and ght for change.  While 
the opinions in this issue may or may not correspond with yours, 
our authors have taken the rst step - they’ve made their voices 
heard in the community.  Now it’s your turn.

Respectfully,

Jay Zolle
Executive Editor, SAS ‘09
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Students Speak Up

“He killed so many people and 
lived in absolute luxury.  I am 
not for the death penalty because 
I would have liked to see him psy-
chologically suffer for years.”  

-Sabrina Aggrawal
SAS ’08

“Because of 
the circum-
stances sur-
rounding his 
execution, obvi-
ously it wasn’t a 
fair trial.  He 
did terrible 
things, but 
clearly it wasn’t 
a fair decision.”

  -Sigrid Jernudd 
SAS ’07

Do you feel that 
the execution of 
Saddam Hussein 
was a fair pun-

ishment?

“To be honest, I never feel 
good about a guy getting killed, 
but at the same time, he was a 
really bad person.”
-Joe Raho
SAS ’09

“I believe the execution was 
justified because it was exact 
retribution: an eye for an 
eye, a tooth for a tooth.”
-Enoch Arthur-Asmah

SAS ’10 

“No, it was not fair.  e 
concept of ‘an eye for an 

eye’ is barbaric, and we 
should set an example as 

a morally righteous country 
that we need to be more 

civil.”
-Jill Carty

SAS/Wharton ’10

“I don’t want to say 
he deserved to be exe-
cuted, but his actions 
warranted an execu-
tion.  ey probably 
should have done at 
least what they do in 
America - lethal injec-
tion - since it’s more 
humane.”
-Julia Steele
Nursing ’09



By Maria Popova

News as entertainment is not 
a novel concept. Just look at 

e Daily Show and e Col-
bert Report. And, while you’re at it, look 
at their Nielsen ratings. Even back in 
2004, during the last presidential elec-
tions, CNN reported that Jon Stewart’s 
ratings topped those of broadcast news 
programming over a two-week period. 
Never mind that that two-week period 
included Iraq coverage, the Iowa caucus, 
the New Hampshire primary, and the 
State of the Union address. So it comes as 
no surprise that a good portion of young 
people reported e Daily Show and Sat-
urday Night Live as their main sources 
of information about the presidential 
election. It is also unsurprising that in 
that same year, the American Idol finale 
received more votes than did the presi-
dential election.

Okay, so people, especially young 
people, like entertainment. Double points 
if it keeps us somewhat informed about 
what’s going on in the world. In the age 
of multitasking, who wouldn’t want to 
kill two birds with one stone? 

Here’s where it gets complicated. What 
happens when non-entertainment, alleg-
edly reputable news sources begin trading 

serious news for pop culture sensation-
alism? Case in point: infamous gold-
digger, bombshell, former stripper, and 
diet pill endorser Anna Nicole Smith 
was found dead in her hotel room on 
February 8, most likely due to a drug 

overdose. e next morning, every public 
TV on campus was showing news cov-
erage of the story. Not just E! News 
or Extra - we’re talking about major 
broadcast stations. I walk by several 
every morning and, almost 100% 
of the time, I see news anchors 
reporting anything from local 
crime, to the weather, to polit-
ical issues of national signifi-
cance.

Not that day. 

Today, the national celebrity-
obsessed mentality has crept its 
way into reputable news sources. 
Apparently, the death of a troubled 
blond bombshell, regardless of how tragic 
or pathetic or shocking or any other 
adjective the tabloids are going to clas-
sify her story under, is more newsworthy 
than the early days of presidential cam-
paigning. Never mind this may be the 
most revolutionary election in American 
history, with  female, Latino, and Afri-
can-American candidates all addressing 
issues that will shape the future of this 
country and the world. Never mind the 
death count in Iraq is rolling faster than 
your favorite news anchor can say “Trim-
spa,” as bombs and grenades and gunfire 
fuel the real tragedies of our time. 

Never mind never minding. 

We should mind. We should mind an 
awful lot when even news outlets refuse 
to burst our bubble of selective informa-
tion. Perhaps it is more comfortable to 
think about celebrities, about their prob-
lems and addictions caused (mostly) 
by affluence and overindulgence.  en 
we can point and laugh, maybe cry a 
little if the appropriate dramatic score 

is playing in the 
background, and gossip about it with 
everyone else who did just that. It’s 
easy to digest, it’s undemanding, and it’s 
entertaining. It’s what diverts us from 
our daily grind and from the real issues, 
issues that are not easy to digest, that are 
demanding, that require us to think hard 
to fully understand. ese are issues that 
we may, in fact, have some control over, 
be it through electoral votes or lobbying 
or simply making others think about 
them. And control implies responsibil-
ity.  It implies making some extra effort 
and, perhaps, making peace with being 
uncomfortable. at’s why we don’t mind 
our bubbles. In fact, we love them. We 
relish their comfort and ease. And we 
don’t mind it when even news media 
spare us the disillusionment that might 
burst them.

Except, we really should mind.  ♦
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From Roadside Bombs to 
Blond Bombshells

“...the national celebrity-
obsessed mentality has 
crept its way into reputable 

news sources.”
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By Tina Morrison

On October 17, 2006, British 
Prime Minister Tony Blair 
issued a statement declaring 

his agreement with the suspension of a 
Muslim teaching assistant, Aishah Azmi, 
for refusing to remove her hijab, or 
Muslim veil, while she was teaching in the 
presence of males. He claimed that her 
full-face headdress represented a “mark 
of separation” from the rest of British 
society. e Dutch parliament recently 
proposed banning Muslim women’s head 
scarves, saying they are “ill-conceived, 
over the top, and infringing on religious 
rights.” But at the same time, there were 
nuns dressed in habits, crowds decked 
out in hats and scarves, and pubescent 

boys beginning to sprout the inaugural 
signs of face-concealing beards, all walk-
ing through the streets of Europe. So 
why are Muslim women being singled 
out for wearing a swath of fabric over 
their heads and facing punitive conse-
quences from Western governments? 

ese veils are more than just gar-
ments - they have come to represent 
Islam’s identity as heavily loaded, potent, 
and highly religious symbols. e moral-
ity behind wearing veils is questionable; 
some say that it is demeaning and sup-
presses women’s rights. However many 
Muslims who wear veils are content and 
regard the custom as a way to promote 
their modesty and good character, valu-

ing the same mindset that nuns take 
when they cover their heads in chastity. 

is traditional dress, according to the 
British government, is a security threat, 
partly because it covers the head or face. 
Still, given that we do not force nuns out 
of their habits, Tony Blair’s assertion that 
veils are a threat due to their separation 
characteristics is just not an acceptable 
or adequate excuse. e varying types 
of veils cannot be reduced to entities 
in themselves, but instead connote 
complex layers of historical mal-
aise. ey emphasize clashing 
ideals with developed West-
ern countries like Brit-
ain, and the unease with 
which the veil is regarded 
stems from a time prior to 
9/11. 

Since the 1800s, West-
ern society has acted ethno-
centrically with an appetite 
for imperialism. Britain and 
France circa the 1880s saw 
themselves as entitled to control 
the destiny of the “East” or the 
“Orient,” a region highly desir-
able and easily influenced. 
As Edward Said notes in his 
book Orientalism, Europe 
has a “collective day-dream 
of the Orient” as exotic, 
but also gullible, cunning, 
uncultured, and inferior to 
Western supremacy. is 
stereotypical grouping 
encompasses Arab, Islamic, 
Indian, and any other culture 
deemed incongruent with 
Christianity and European 
values. When the West sought 
to colonize the east or the elu-
sive “Orient,” it was with this 

mindset, only to infringe on cultures and 
religions whose values it did not recog-
nize. 

ough terrorism is an extremist 
behavior, the fear of terrorism has pro-
voked judicial behavior that is compara-
bly radical. Targeting a specific minority 
group and denying their right to wear 
headscarves will not abolish racism or 
narrow-mindedness. When a prominent 
national figure like Tony Blair supports an 
anti-veil attitude, he risks the destruction 
of tolerance within already fragile West-

ern-Muslim relations. e irony is 
that by pointing out Muslim reli-
gious veils as a “mark of separa-
tion,” Blair has strained the ties 
between Muslims and other Euro-
peans, causing a more divided 

society. e true mark of separa-
tion is not the head scarf or veil worn 
by practicing Muslims, but the linger-
ing past and unsure present mentali-
ties that stem from fear, ignorance, 
and abhorrence of those who are 
seen as different.  ♦

Veils Not the Real Threat
Blair denies religious expression to Muslims

“Though terrorism is an 
extremist behavior, the fear 
of terrorism has provoked 
judicial behavior that is 

comparably radical.”
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Unfair Mandatory Minimums  
Don’t Prevent Crime 

By Georgiana Cavendish and 
Veronica Zapasnik

Pennsylvania needs to 
follow through with 
its recently proposed 

HR204, a bill that would 
repeal mandatory minimum 

sentencing. After studying the 
politics of crime and punishment as 

part of a course offered by the 
University of Pennsylvania 
at the Philadelphia Industrial 

Correctional Center (PICC) - 
the Inside/Out Prison Exchange 

Program - we were struck by the 
injustice  of mandatory minimums, 
especially for non-violent and drug-

related crimes.
About three decades ago, indeter-

minate sentencing practices came under 
attack because they allowed judges 

to choose sentences on a case-
by-case basis, suppos-

edly

Justice in America



leaving room for bias and discrimina-
tion.  Pennsylvania law incorporated 
the Mandatory Minimum Sentencing 
Act in 1982.  

Mandatory minimums involve 
required sentences for specific offenses -  
regardless of miti-
gating factors - 
impeding judges 
from applying 
their own guidelines.  According to the 
American Civil Liberties Union, “it is 
both unwise and unfair for judges not 
to have discretion to consider the facts 
of each case and hand down sentences 
accordingly.” 

Realizing this, the Pennsylvania House 
of Representatives recently introduced 
HR204, a bill urging the U.S. Con-
gress to repeal mandatory mini-
mum sentencing.  How-
ever, no further action 
has been taken. 
We support this 
bill and believe 
Pennsy l van i a 
should readdress 
it since their use 
of mandatory sen-
tencing has had det-
rimental effects for the 
state, especially on minori-
ties. Some argue that mandatory 
minimums have perpetuated discrimi-
nation, as illustrated by the Philadel-
phia Industrial Correctional Center’s 
population, which is overwhelmingly 
African Ameri-
can. The Penn-
sylvania Prison 
Society supports 
HR204 and 
“encourages the repeal of mandatory 
sentences, which increase the prison 
population, impose unfair punishment 
and remove discretion from judges.”

HR204 needs to be pushed because 

new unnecessarily harsh mandatory 
minimum laws are being enforced in 
Pennsylvania, such as Act 225 of 2004.  
Act 225 mandates a 15-year to life 
sentence for possessing a gun during a 
third drug conviction.  e gun does not 

have to be visible or in close proximity 
to the offender.  Punishing someone for 
having a gun nearby assumes he or she is 
guilty until proven innocent, since being 
found with a gun is not the same 
as having actu-
ally used it 
to commit 

a violent 
crime.

M o r e -
over, this sen-
tence treats 
three drug con-
victions in the 
same manner as three 

violent crimes.  A drug 
offense is clearly not the 

same as an assault, a kidnap-
ping, or a murder, and thus should 

be prosecuted very differently.  Further-
more, it is possible for a murder convic-
tion to receive less than a 15-to-life 
sentence under different guidelines, 
making Act 225 overly punitive. 

The experiences of PICC students 
have shed light on the injustice of 
mandatory minimum sentences.  One 
PICC student, for example, received 
two separate mandatory minimum 

sentences, or 2-4 years of imprisonment, 
for two minor drug offenses. Yet he 
has re-offended five times in the last 
few years, perhaps showing that manda-
tory minimums are not effective.  Two 
other students also received signifi-

cantly lengthy 
prison sentences 
for their drug-
related offenses, 

while some of their peers who committed 
violent offenses received shorter ones. 

One of these incarcerated men was 
given intermediate punishment (IP) 
instead of a mandatory minimum, 

which has allowed for his 
rehabilitation. 

“IP helped me 
get in touch with 
my drug prob-
lem, and for 
the first time in 
my life I look 

at things differ-
ently.  I will not 

be coming back to 
prison,” he says.  

Through one-on-one 
meetings and living with other offenders 
in a treatment program, he has learned 
how to cope with and respect others 
and has realized the effects crime has on 
other people.  He now mentors juvenile 
offenders as part of the treatment court 
at PICC, which helps prevent youths 
from re-offending.  Another incarcer-
ated student was stipulated to a drug 

treatment pro-
gram, Forensic 
Intensive Recov-
ery (FIR), in 
addition to serv-

ing time.  He attributes his self-reform 
to FIR, not mere incarceration.  Others 
could have been given IP or drug 
treatment to achieve the desired 
(continued on page  16)
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“Mandatory minimums involve set sentences for specic 
offenses, regardless of mitigating factors, impeding judges 

from applying their own guidelines.”

Pennsylvania’s Mandatory Minimums Counterproductive

“Punishing someone for having a gun nearby [upon arrest] 
assumes he or she is guilty until proven innocent...”
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By Marco Villacorta

In the past, judges had the 
option of giving harsher or 
more lenient sentences 

to people who had been 
found guilty of a crime.  
Many people saw this 
as a point of vulnera-
bility in the American 
justice system; it was 
not fair if two people 
guilty of the exact same 
crime were brought before 
two different judges and walked away 
with different sentences. Therefore, in the 
interest of making sentencing less sub-
jective, many states have enacted man-
datory sentencing laws. These laws limit 
judicial discretion and assign specific pun-

ishments for specific crimes. One of the 
first mandatory sentencing laws to gain 
publicity is the Three Strikes Law.  

The Three Strikes Law first appeared 
in the 1990s in Washington and Cali-
fornia. The common understanding of 
Three Strikes is that once a person has 
committed three felonies, he is automat-
ically given a life sentence, but this is 
not entirely true.  First of all, Three 
Strikes does not just affect people who 
commit three felonies.  This law also tar-
gets second time offenders because “when 
a defendant with one prior strike is con-
victed of any felony, the court must sen-
tence the defendant to a term twice as long 

as the sentence it would otherwise 
impose.”  Second, the pen-

alty for third time 
offend-

ers is 
essentially a 

life sentence only 
because no one is often set 

free after a sentence of “twenty-five 
years to life or three times the normal sen-
tence to life, whichever is greater.” Many 
die in prison because they are not enti-
tled to parole until they have served at 
least a twenty-five year mandatory min-

imum sentence. Finally, 
Three Strikes also has a 
provision that “a defen-
dant may receive two prior 
strikes from a single inci-
dent.”  In effect, someone 
may not even be given 
three chances before he is 

locked away. Not only is it extremely 
harsh, it is also incredibly 
subjective. 

But the Three Strikes 
Law is unconstitutional 
because it is in direct viola-
tion of the Eighth Amend-
ment’s provision regarding 
cruel and unusual punish-
ment.  This clause pro-
vides that “Excessive bail shall not be 
required, … nor cruel and unusual pun-
ishments inflicted.”  There have been 
many instances when Three Strikes has 
imposed harsh penalties for minor crimes. 
For instance, Leandro Andrade was sen-

tenced to two consecutive terms of 
twenty-five years to life for stealing vid-
eotapes with a net worth of $150. Gary 
Ewing was given twenty-five years to life 
for stealing three golf clubs.  Finally, Kevin 

Weber was sentenced to twenty-six 
years to life for stealing four 

chocolate chip cook-
ies.  

  When 
placed in 
the context 
of life 
inside pris-

ons, this 
s e n t e n c e 

becomes even 
m o r e horrendous.  In 
some states like Texas, prisoners are treated 
like slaves - tilling fields as early as 3:30 
AM.  Given the harsh realities of life in 
prison, Three Strikes is in violation of the 
Constitution’s prohibition of cruel and 
unusual punishment.

Many judges certainly do not approve 
of the Three Strikes Laws because they 
curtail judicial discretion.  The sad reality, 
however, is that opposing Three Strikes 
would make a politician seem soft on 

crime - political suicide.  Only if society 
changes its “ultra-punitive” nature can we 
hope to enact reforms to these unjust laws 
that are not tough on crimes themselves, 
but rather on the people who commit 
them.  ♦

Three Strikes, You’re Out

“Leandro Andrade was sentenced to 
two consecutive terms of 25 years to life 
for stealing videotapes with a net worth 
of $150. Gary Ewing was given 25 years 
to life for stealing three golf clubs.”

“Many judges certainly do not approve 
of Three Strikes Laws because they 
curtail judicial discretion.  The sad 
reality, however, is that opposing 
Three Strikes would make a politician 
seem soft on crime - political suicide.” 



By Sunita Desai

In the late 1960s, Ford Motor Com-
pany discovered that its sedan, the 
Pinto, had a design flaw: its fuel 

system could rupture in any minor rear-
end collision and turn into a deadly 
inferno.  However, Ford decided not to 
fix the problem because a cost-benefit 
analysis revealed that the extra eleven 
dollars per car for repair would be more 
expensive than the lawsuits from result-
ing deaths and injuries.  is callous 
decision led to hundreds of fatalities and 
even more injuries.  When Ford finally 
faced justice in federal court, the verdict 
was $125 million in damages - loose 
change for a major national corpora-
tion.  Let’s face it - had the premedi-
tated actions of a poor minority from 
West Philadelphia resulted in hundreds 
of deaths, he would have probably paid 
for it with the death penalty.  

Did Ford really get away with murder 
because it could afford top-quality rep-
resentation?  How critical is the amount 
of money paid for judicial representa-
tion?  A comparison between Philadel-
phia and New York City gives a good 
idea of its importance.   In Philadelphia, 
where $14,000 is spent on defendants 
who cannot afford their own representa-
tion, there are 245 inmates currently on 
death row.  In New York, which allocates 
$600,000 per defendant, there is only 
one person on death row.

Defendants who cannot afford their 
own representation receive court-
appointed lawyers who are often less than 
competent and lack incentive.  In some 
cases, defendants get the death penalty 
while their court-appointed lawyers sleep 
through the trial, or even ask the jury 
to give their client the harshest penalty. 
Poorer defendants also face a disadvan-

tage since they cannot afford to hire 
pathologists and other experts who might 
bring in key evidence of their innocence.  
OJ Simpson’s lawyer, who charged him 
$5 million, said, “In the US, you’re better 
off, if you’re in the system being guilty 
and rich than being innocent and poor.”  
Simpson was acquitted for the 1994 
murder of his ex-wife, Nicole Brown 
Simpson.

While much unfairness in the system 
stems from financial status, the race of 
both the victim and defendant are signif-
icant factors as well.  A study done at the 

University of Iowa found that a perpetra-
tor’s chance of getting the death penalty 
was four times greater if the victim was 
white rather than a minority, even when 
the crimes were identical.  In another 
study, it was found that the odds of 
receiving the death pen-
alty increased by 38 per-
cent when the defendant 
was a minority instead of 
white.  A glaring exam-
ple occurred in Houston 
County, Alabama where 
three cases in three con-
secutive years involved similar charges for 
the murder of an estranged lover’s lover.  
One of the three defendants was black, 
and he was the only one to receive the 

death penalty. 
Prosecutors understand these dis-

crepancies well, and they often select all-
white juries because white people are 
more likely to convict a minority.  In fact, 
a training video made by the Philadel-
phia Assistant District Attorney’s office 
gives specific instructions for removing 
minorities from the jury: “Let’s face it, 
the blacks from the low-income areas are 
less likely to convict … You don’t want 
those guys on your jury … If you get 
a white teacher in a black school who’s 
sick of these guys, that may be the one 
to accept.”   e removal of prospective 
jurors on the basis of race is illegal and 
unfair.  In 1998, the Presidential Advi-
sory Board on Race stated, “Race is more 
likely to affect death sentencing than 
smoking affects the likelihood of dying 
from heart disease.” 

Regardless of whether one supports 
the death penalty in principle or not, 
supporting it in practice should be a 
completely different matter.  e “eye-
for-an-eye” standard is a philosophical 
position grounded in defensible logic; 
however, when real human beings are 
involved, this system has time and 
time again proved inadequate at provid-
ing justice in proportion to the crime.  As 
the severest penalty, capital punishment 
should not be administered haphazardly 

or inconsis-
tently.   After 
all, the Con-
stitution has 
guaranteed all 
Americans the 
right to a “fair 
trial,” and we 

must ensure that individuals pay for the 
crime they have committed, not for their 
income level or for the color of their 
skin.  ♦
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Death Penalty Targets the Underprivileged

“...a perpetrator’s chance of 
getting the death penalty 
was four times greater if the 
victim was white rather than 

a minority...”

♦ African Americans make 
up 12% of the general 
population; in 2006, they 
accounted for 42% of death 
row inmates.

♦ The odds of receiving the 
death penalty in Philadelphia 
are 38% higher if the defen-

dant is black.



By Mukul Sharma

Central to the Democratic Party’s approach to tack-
ling crime is the need to preserve civil liberties.  After 
the dawn of the “War on Terror,” the relationship 

between civil liberties and national security has come into 
question. Democrats naturally want the government to protect 
us from terrorism, however, we believe it unwise to sacrifice 
civil liberties for the sake of security.  e USA PATRIOT 
Act forces citizens to give up their liberties for a perceived 
increase in security.  is legislation, passed in the wake of 
the September 11 terrorist attacks, uses measures such as war-
rant-less searches, wiretaps on United States citizens, and indef-
inite detention to “protect” our country.  Sadly, the nature 
of this legislation runs contrary to our most intrinsic beliefs 

as Americans.  
Civil liberties 
are the back-
bone of our 
country; we 
fought to 
protect them 
in the past 

because they define what America originally stood for.  Why 
should we be scared into sacrificing these natural rights now?  
We must recognize the unprecedented threats terrorists now 
present to the United States.  However, giving an overwhelm-
ing amount of power to the executive branch without judicial 
oversight is ill advised and unnecessary.

A global perspective on the United States’ role in crime 
and justice is also of paramount importance to Democrats.  
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Dems: Preserve 
Civil Liberties

By Michael Shiely

Crime is such a prevalent problem in the United States 
today as a result of several systemic issues that our 
country faces.  e American criminal justice system 

has major flaws.  One of the greatest sources of crime is repeat 
offenders, a situation that comes from judges who do not suf-
ficiently punish criminals or who allow them out of prison 
too soon.  Every day, we hear stories in the paper about a 
criminal who has spent time in prison in the past and was 
freed only to murder someone or sexually abuse a child. Our 
legal system needs to be tougher on criminals, because too 
often we see repeat criminals causing harm to our country.  

American cities need tough politicians to make the tough 
calls necessary to reduce crime.  An excellent example of this 
is “America’s mayor,” Rudy Giuliani.  When he took office as 
Mayor of New York City in 1994, he faced a city with one of 
the worst crime and murder rates in the country.  Giuliani’s 
initiatives to reduce crime were based on the “Broken Win-
dows” research done by James Q. Wilson.  

Giuliani focused on quality of life crimes and made an 
effort to “clean up” the city.  He cracked down on minor 
offenses such as graffiti, turnstile jumping, and aggressive 
“squeegeemen” on the principle that small changes would 

Two Takes On Justice 
in America
Penn’s major political par-

ties weigh in about what’s 

wrong, and right, with the 

system.

Republicans: 
Focus on Crime 

Prevention  

“...giving an overwhelming 
amount of power to the exec-
utive branch without judicial 
oversight is ill advised and 

unnecessary.”
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Although some would argue that the United States’ 
responsibility is only to its citizens, it is imperative 
to recognize that we are the only superpower left.  

Our robust economy and military operate in every 
region of the world; therefore, our country has a 

vital interest in many foreign conflicts.   However, I 
am entirely against unsubstantiated wars.  Instead, we 

must carefully weigh humanitarian concerns and work 
with the international community to seek solutions.  e 

practice of nation building, as illustrated by our involve-
ment in Iraq, does not strengthen our position as a leader 
in dealing with global crime and justice.  It hurts our coun-
try’s reputation and standing in the world.  One of the argu-
ments for the Iraq war was to ensure peace and stability in 
the region, and I agree that we should work towards this 
goal.  But there are ways of doing this without undermining 
our national interests and the welfare of the very people we 
seek to assist.

Globally, the United States does in fact have a social 
responsibility to deal with problems like genocide, war 
crimes, illegal arms and drug smuggling, and human traffick-
ing.  Prosecution of international criminals not only bolsters 
our national security, but is also morally and ethically correct.  
In light of our efforts against terrorism, our national image 
is of paramount importance.  Currently, the United States is 
poorly regarded by many nations in the Middle East, 
Africa, and Latin 
America.  ese 
areas, where pov-
erty, disease, and 
genocide abound, 
become breeding 
grounds for extremism and terrorist activity.  If people feel 
that no one is protecting their rights or working to improve 

their lives, they are more likely to turn to terrorist 
organizations (such as Al-Qaeda and Hamas) 

for help.  It is America’s unde-
niable, fundamental interest to 
keep terrorist groups from sprout-

ing through foreign aid and invest-
ment, and to shut down existing 
groups by cutting off their dealings 
in illegal drugs and weapons.  If 
the United States, a superpower 
with more resources than any other 

country in history, cannot take the 
lead in this effort,  who will?  ♦

send a message that the government was committed 
to fighting all levels and magnitudes of crime and 
disorder.  is is a great model for other cities that 
I and many other Republicans believe can 
be replicated.  

e United States also needs to address 
the root causes of crime.  Studies show 
that children who grow up in stable two-
parent families are more likely to succeed 
and refrain from lives of crime.  Too many 
children in this country grow up in environments lacking the 
nurturing love of both a mother and a father.  Without the 
stability and support of two parents at home, many turn to 
lawlessness early in life.  is problem is a serious factor in the 
spread of gang violence in urban areas, and our government 

and our faith com-
munities must do a 
better job of trying 
to fix the problem of 
broken family struc-
ture in America.   

On a global level, we feel that places like Africa and South 
America, regions with high levels of crime that cause prob-
lems worldwide, require several different solutions.  Many 
rights we take for granted in the United States are absent 
in those parts of the world.  Dictatorial governments that 
neglect their citizens or deny them these rights only contrib-
ute to structural crime problems of corruption, bribery and a 
strengthening of organized crime.  To fix these problems, our 
government must use its diplomatic and foreign aid powers to 
help prevent negative effects for our own country.  

When dealing with foreign criminals, we Republicans feel 
that the US should not meddle in the business of other coun-
tries, unless those countries pose a national security threat to 
the United States, i.e. Iraq and Afghanistan.  International 
criminals and terrorists like Saddam Hussein or Osama Bin 
Laden,  whose actions threaten the survival and prosperity of 
our democracy, must be dealt with in the most serious matter.  
We agree with the President and the US Appeals Court for 
the DC Circuit in their support of using military tribunals to 
prosecute these international terrorist criminals who try to 
harm our country.  

Overall, in the United States and in the world, we 
need to be vigilant and take a tough stance on crime. Our 
goals as crime fighters should be to keep more criminals off 
the streets, to tackle root causes of crime, to end the cycle of 
violence in our country, and to help prevent it in others.  ♦

Penn College Republicans

“...nation building does not 
strengthen our position as a 
leader in dealing with global 

crime.”

“...children who grow up in 
stable two-parent families 
are more likely to...refrain 

from lives of crime.”

Penn Democrats
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Dr. Philippe Bourgois, Professor in the 
Department of Anthropology, History, and 
Social Medicine at the University of Cali-
fornia, San Francisco, recently accepted a 
position at Penn as part of the Penn Inte-
grates Knowledge program.  Starting in the 
fall, he will teach in both the School of Arts 
and Sciences and the Graduate School of 
Medicine.

Soapbox: Could you start by telling us a 
little about your recent work, and if you 
have any plans for continuing it in Phila-
delphia?

Dr. Bourgois: For the past decade, I’ve 
been following a group of homeless 
heroin addicts who live near my house 
here in San Francisco, and looking at 
how they survive on the streets.  It’s what 
anthropologists call a participant-obser-
vation study.  I am interested in a phe-
nomenon that I call U.S. “inner city 
apartheid.”  Philly, unfortunately, is an 
extraordinary city for documenting this 
dynamic.  It has a great deal of diversity 
in terms of class and ethnic contrast. And 
so I hope to live in West Philly and get 
an idea of how the city works with all its 
contradictions.  

S: Most people think of anthropology as 
studying remote tribes in exotic jungles.  
When you decided to study anthro, did 
you anticipate dealing with these highly 
charged political issues?

PB: Well, I went into anthropology right 
after my undergrad training…And then 
revolutions erupted in Central America 
right when I was in grad school.  I didn’t 
have a lot of money or funding, but I 
started literally hitchhiking around the 
region to engage in informal field work.  
I volunteered to work for the agrarian 
reform ministry in Nicaragua following 
the triumph of the Sandinista Revolu-
tion and that’s where I saw this phe-

nomenon of internal colonialism and 
racism inflicted by the Latino popula-
tion against the indigenous populations.  
Unfortunately, Nicaragua erupted into a 
regional civil war that the U.S. govern-
ment manipulated by sending machine 
guns and CIA training, and the Miskitu 
Indian territory became a very bloody 
war zone. 

S: So how did you wind up back in the 
states, writing about crack dealers in New 
York City? 

PB:  At that point I had returned to write 
my dissertation in the U.S., and as I was 
working on it, I ran out of money.  It was 
at the beginning of the Reagan admin-
istration actually, and many educational 
grants were being cut, including mine… 
I ended up moving to East Harlem in 
New York, partly because I was broke but 
also because I wanted to start a study in 
my own country, about issues of racism, 
ethnic conflict, and economic and social 
inequality. And that project ended up 
being a book called In Search of Respect: 
Selling Crack in el Barrio.

S:  Can you tell us about that book?

PB:  e book looks at the tragedy of sub-
stance abuse in the underground econ-
omy in the U.S., focused in on the poor, 
primarily Puerto Rican community in 
East Harlem.  Trends in drug use are 
related to structural transformations in 
the U.S. economy and to the organi-
zation of institutions and social policy 
towards the poor.  And that book brought 
me to working full time in the U.S., over 
the next 20 years, on issues of drugs, pov-
erty, and ethnic conflict and violence.  

S:  Considering the research you’ve done 
on substance abuse, what are your feel-
ings about the “War on Drugs?”  How 
effective have government policies been? 

PB:  e ‘War on Drugs’ is an extraordi-
nary phenomenon, because if any of our 
other social service policies were as inef-
fective, counterproductive and expensive, 
they would have been stopped 20 years 
ago and the people who invented them 
would have been fired in disgrace.  e 

price of heroin has never been cheaper 
than today, and the quality has never 
been purer despite 30 years of the War on 
Drugs.  In other words, the War on Drugs 
has accomplished nothing: it’s really just 
created a whole new level of criminal 
problems.  e U.S. is the nation that 
incarcerates and executes the highest per-
centage of its population of any indus-
trialized country in the world and that 
is something to be deeply ashamed of. It 
doesn’t make sense as a policy unless we 
want to become a concentration camp 
society…

S:  So what’s your biggest criticism of 
U.S. drug policy?

PB:  Currently, there’s a policy of crim-
inalizing drugs instead of treating drug 
addicts.  ere are many other ways that 
drug abuse can be dealt with - as a medi-
cal phenomenon, as a social problem, as a 
rehab problem - in ways that aren’t coun-
terproductive and painful for everyone.  

S:  Has your work provided any insight 
into better ways of dealing with substance 

Talking Crime with Dr. Philippe Bourgois
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abuse?

PB:  In this case, anthropology is only 
one tiny discipline that can help inform 
the policy, but input is needed from all 
disciplines.  Really, if the War on Drugs 
had been informed by common sense it 
would have ended long ago.  at’s not 
anthropology or rocket science - it’s just 
common sense.  In medical anthropol-
ogy, we are trying to develop a more 
complicated and sophisticated analysis 
for addressing the phenomenon of drug 
addiction.

S:  So, should some of these solutions 
come from government?

PB:  Well, they have to… Government 
policy has created many of the problems 
of drug abuse by investing in law enforce-
ment at the expense of job creation, social 
services, housing, etc.   ese poli-
cies have increased inequality in the 
U.S., so we’re harvesting the results 
of that inequality with the level of 
insecurity and violence people are obliged 
to live with today.  You just don’t have 
these same levels of social inequality in 
other wealthy industrial countries…why 
is it that our murder rates are six to ten 
times that of European countries or coun-
tries like Japan or Australia? ere is no 
mystery over how to change that in broad 
terms: reduce inequality. But implement-
ing that is very complicated.

S:  You mentioned gang culture in pris-
ons.  How would you say that our grow-
ing prison population impacts American 
society?  

PB:  I’ve definitely found that the pris-
ons act as a training and proving ground 
for the creation of disciplined, organized 
criminals.  On the street, a lot of the 
youths at the fringes of gangs are too dis-
organized and not trusted by the gangs 
or by organized criminals.  en they 
go to prison for a petty crime or drug 

dealing or whatever, and they’re inducted 
into the gang culture.  ey are taught by 
that experience… they’re able to become 
much more dangerous and angry crimi-
nals or gang members.  It’s an incredible 
irony. 

S:  Some people have accused you of 
bringing an agenda to your work.  How 
would you respond to this?

PB:  Everyone in academia operates under 
different theoretical schools of thought 
that sometimes have different political 
orientations.  Ultimately everyone has an 
agenda whether or not they know it or 
admit it.  e challenge is to think clearly 
and creatively and to recognize contradic-
tions.

S:  Now, the full name of your position 
at Penn is the ‘Richard Perry University 

Professorship,’ named for the founder of 
the Perry Capital investment firm, which 
is an unusual match for you in some 
respects.  In the field of research, how 
do you deal with funding issues - do 
you ever feel that money comes with cer-
tain expectations, or that you might dis-
cover something that donors don’t want 
to hear?

PB:  Touché! is is a fantastic question 
to have asked me, because it gets at the 
crux of the deeper theoretical issues I’m 
interested in: how structural forces shape 
our thoughts, emotions, intimate prac-
tices, and modes of inquiry.  I’m thankful, 
of course, on a personal level, for the gen-
erosity that made possible my appoint-
ment at Penn.  But the whole structure of 
funding, incentives, accountability, and 
beholdeness is something that one has to 
keep in mind constantly. It’s absolutely 
necessary to distrust one’s own biases 
and to be wary about being co-opted by 

money and power … 
In my life I’ve always taken risks in respect 
to debates around unequal power rela-
tions.  One of the things that I love about 
being a professor in a university setting is 
the space that it does give for contradic-
tory debate and for a certain level of intel-
lectual autonomy.  Very concretely, for 
example, it protects people from politi-
cal vendettas - we’d still be thinking that 
the world is flat if it wasn’t for university 
tenure.  Galileo would have been fired by 
religious fanatics.

S:  So, back in the ’80s when you were 
hitchhiking across Central America, did 
you ever anticipate that you’d be the guy 
behind the podium in lecture halls?

PB:  I thought I’d be a freelance anthro-
pologist at first.  I figured I’d work for 
the agrarian reform program in Nicara-

gua, for example, but it 
turned out that the uni-
versity provided greater 
space for creative think-

ing than did applied work in my life.  In 
the agrarian reform ministry, there were 
very concrete impositions on what you 
could say or not say, because it was a gov-
ernment struggling to maintain control.  
I ended up getting thrown out of Nica-
ragua for telling the government that 
their policies were racist against indige-
nous people.

S:  It seems like you’ve had your share 
of adventure, though.  Five years in East 
Harlem isn’t exactly living in an ‘ivory 
tower.’  

PB:  e late 1980s and early 1990s was a 
very violent period on the streets of NYC, 
so you couldn’t get much further from the 
academic environment - that’s what I love 
about anthropology, it forces us out of the 
ivory tower and to cross class boundaries, 
ethnic boundaries, cultural boundaries.  It 
has kept me in the real world.  ♦

“...we’d still be thinking that the world is 
at if it wasn’t for university tenure.” 
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By Italia Almeida

A s the 2008 presidential race 
begins to heat up, candi-

date Sen. John McCain (R-AZ) has 
taken a unique approach to prevent 
anti-war sentiment from derailing 
his campaign: he has embraced 
Bush’s unpopular 
policies. Despite his 
own admission that 
he knows the politi-
cal risks he is assum-
ing (polls show 
waning support for the senator, and 
he trails front-running Democratic 
contenders), McCain staunchly 
supports the unpopular war in Iraq.  

is does not seem like smart poli-
tics.  In fact, McCain seems to be 
committing career suicide.  

John McCain has always been 
a bit of a political enigma.  Once 
dubbed “ e Maverick” of the 
Republican Party, he has often 
clashed with the Bush Administra-
tion, even at the height of its popu-
larity.  Now, McCain has changed 
the face of his politics and allied 
himself with the administration at 
a rather odd time - when popular 
support for the war, as well as 
confidence in President Bush, is 
steadily on the decline.  

On the issue of strategy in 
Iraq, McCain has made it clear that 
security and stabilization are his 
focal points.  He said that “getting 
the area under control” would lead 
to economic and political devel-
opment, giving the Iraqi people a 
stake in their own future.  Siding 
with fellow Republicans in the 

Bush Administration, the Senator 
has been emphatic that the new 
strategy is no guarantee, but some-
thing that he believes can work.  
McCain warned in frightening lan-
guage that the consequence of fail-
ing to curb or eliminate sectarian 
violence in Iraq would mean “a 
bloodletting in Baghdad that makes 

Srebrenica look like a Sunday-
school picnic.”  is is not a new 
stand for McCain; he has been 
a long time supporter of a troop 
increase to the area, long before the 
Bush Administration called for it.              

e Arizona Senator also crit-
icized his colleagues in Congress, 
including close friend and fellow 
war hero Senator Chuck Hagel 

(R-NE), over their support for 
a non-binding resolution against 
troop increases. Chastising those 
voting for it on the grounds of 
“intellectual dishonesty,” the Sena-
tor also said that he did not think 
it was “appropriate to say that you 
disapprove of a mission, and you 
don’t want to fund it, and you 
don’t want it to go, and yet you 
don’t take the action necessary to 
prevent it.”  McCain called it not 
only a vote of “no confidence” to 
the mission, but to our troops.  

McCain, of course, is not with-
out his own plan for Iraq.  His plan 
includes setting up a system of spe-
cific and progressive benchmarks 
for the Iraqis to work towards.  
However, some have criticized the 
plan for “having no teeth” because 
it contains no punishments for fail-
ing to meet benchmarks. 

Perhaps this is simply a new 
turn in McCain Maverickism - fol-

lowing the road less 
supported.  McCain 
may have the ability to 
turn this around, play-
ing a good hand with 
the “intellectual dishon-
esty” card, which has 
caught a lot of the 
war resisters unable to 
explain themselves.  He 
has also said it is naïve 
to assume “in a few 
months things are going 
to get all better,” and 
this is the hard stance 
that people are not will-
ing to swallow. But 
McCain may be just the 
man to sell it.  ♦  

McCain Does Washington

“This does not seem like smart pol-
itics.  In fact, McCain seems to be 

committing career suicide.”  
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By Ashwin Shandilya

“Fool me once, shame on 
you,” the old saying should 
go, “but fool me for 

decades and I’m probably an idiot.” 
Maybe this is the proverb that best 
describes the U.S. government’s rela-
tionship with Egypt. One of the great-
est scams in history occurs every year 
when Washington writes Cairo a fat 
$2 billion check in return for the 
ephemeral promises of a corrupt auto-
crat.

When Egyptian president Hosni 
Mubarak met with U.S. Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice last October, 
he once again neatly glossed over 
the electoral and economic turmoil 
bubbling up within Egypt’s closed 

political 
system. Among other 
things, Rice expressed hope for dem-
ocratic reforms, and Mubarak reas-
sured us - once again - that Egypt was 
reforming. 

Let’s pretend that Mubarak did not 
heavily rig the country’s first multi-
party presiden-
tial elections 
last year. Let’s 
also pretend 
that the main 
opposition candidate, Dr. Ayman 
Nour, is not currently languishing 
in a jail cell because of trumped-up 
charges. Instead, let’s just keep the 
money rolling into Mubarak’s coffers.

We need to wake up. For the sake of 

the War on Terror, 
Washington needs to limit 

aid to Egypt unless Mubarak under-
takes serious democratic reforms. Con-
gress must also strictly enforce existing 
conditions that require Cairo to spend 
funds on real economic development 
and liberalization. 

It’s not just that this massive aid is 
an incredible waste of money, which
it is. Far more disturbing is the fact 
that the Egyptians, angry and disgrun-
tled with their government’s political  
(continued on page 15)

Foolish Behavior in the Middle East

“Among other things, Rice expressed hope for 
democratic reforms, and Mubarak reassured 
us - once again - that Egypt was reforming.” 
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oppression, direct their anger against 
the financial backers of Mubarak’s 
regime: America. Even though five 
of the 9/11 hijackers were Egyptian, 
the horrors of terrorism were still not 
enough to jolt Washington awake to 
the realities of Mubarak’s game.

Despite all the money America 
pours into Egypt, crucial economic 
developments haven’t yet taken place. 
Over a fifth of the country languishes 
in poverty and foreign investment still 
remains low because of government 
barriers to capitalist enterprise. Egypt 
simply uses U.S. dollars to support its 
corrupt government and police force 
without heavily taxing its own citizens. 
Because Egyptian citizens have few 
financial obligations to their govern-
ment, the government has few politi-
cal obligations to its citizens. It’s no 
taxation and no representation. 

e resulting political suppression sti-
fles any attempts at democratic reform. 
For the last 25 years, Egypt has been 
under a “state of emer- g e n c y,” 
which allows 
Mubarak 
to ban all 

demonstrations or public meetings, 
detain suspects indefinitely without 
trial, and censor the press. 

Furthermore, human rights activ-
ists write countless reports of security 
forces beating up and even torturing 
political dissidents. With a rubber-
stamp Parliament and state-controlled 
media outlets, political opposition 
does not exist. 
Freedom House, a 
group which ranks 
countries in terms 
of socioeconomic 
freedom, captures 
this bleak political 
outlook by consistently rating Egypt 
as “Not Free,” the lowest ranking pos-
sible, shared by countries such as Iran 
and Sudan.

is mix of economic turmoil 
and political oppression proves a 
deadly combination. Government-
sponsored media encourage the growth 
of Islamic fundamentalist schools 
called madrasahs, which promote vir-
ulent strains of anti-Americanism. 
People who feel alienated by their 
government because they can’t partic-
ipate through legitimate institutions 
like competitive elections or a free 
press turn to these madrasahs to fill the 
political void. ey listen to gospels 
of hate, which direct all their anger 

at America. e fuel of political disen-
franchisement ignites the flames 

of terrorism, and the rest is 
history. 

Although America has 
urged Egypt to reform in 
the past, Mubarak never 
takes the threats seriously, 
because he knows that the 
U.S. will continue to sup-
port him financially. We 
have spoken softly to Egypt 
for over twenty years, but 
haven’t once used our big 

stick. eodore Roosevelt must be 
rolling in his grave.

Our inaction comes from many 
prominent members of Congress who 
claim that limiting aid to Egypt would 
cut off an ally in the Middle East, thus 
hampering American interests abroad. 
Others argue that Mubarak’s heavy-
handed tactics maintain stability in the 

region. Finally, 
many political 
leaders contend 
that democratiza-
tion takes time 
and cannot be 
rushed by the 

United States.
ese same politicians ignore the 

reality of the situation. To quell ter-
rorism in the long run, the U.S. must 
reach through Egypt’s autocratic gov-
ernment to its people. Egyptians want 
the United States to pressure Mubarak 
for their political rights. Democra-
tization, which is the most effective 
antidote to terrorism, must remain 
America’s primary goal in the Middle 
East. Furthermore, short-term stabil-
ity in Egypt comes at a serious cost. 
Without significant democratization, 
Egypt could go the way of Iran in 
1979, when a disenchanted populace 
used Islamic fundamentalism to over-
throw an autocratic leader. And though 
democratization takes time, Mubarak 
is clearly unwilling to reform Egypt. 
Limiting aid won’t suddenly turn 
Egypt into a democracy, but it will cer-
tainly force the government to begin 
the process. 

Cairo needs to earn our money. 
Otherwise, the United States will con-
tinue to finance the same deadly 
cycle of events that led to 9/11. Our 
commitment to democracy and the 
fight against terrorism depend on hold-
ing Mubarak accountable. We cannot 
afford to be fooled again.  ♦ 

U.S. Aid to Egypt an Unwise Investment (continued from previous page)

“The fuel of political disen-
franchisement ignites the 
ames of terrorism, and the 

rest is history.” 
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By Kiran Bhatraju 

In August 2005, after a nightmare 
hurricane of hellish destruction and 
devastation, President George W. 

Bush arrived in the French Quarter of 
New Orleans only to declare a policy 
position: the expansion of private own-
ership for the wealthy.  In a showing of 
apathy, disrespect, and cronyism, Bush 
spoke not about the need to help the 
poor who suffered the most, but instead 
about how to manipulate Katrina to 
benefit the wealthy.  For six years, the 
Bush Administration has eroded this 
country with policies of private owner-
ship that place emphasis on the individ-
ual and not the community.

George W. Bush is a hardened cap-
italist and his “ownership society” is a 
seductive idea; who wouldn’t want to 
become the sole possessor of their home, 
health care, retirement, and destiny?  It’s 
as attractive as the American Dream, 
rooted in concepts of individualism and 
up-by-the-bootstraps capitalism. 

However, the most significant eco-
nomic argument against Bush’s policies 
is that they are simply not working for 
the majority of United States citizens.  
Today, the median value of assets for 
white households is nearly eleven times 
higher than that of black households.  

ere is a significant redistribution of 
wealth going on; however, it is shifting 

from the bottom and middle classes to 
the top one percent. 

Warren Buffet once said, “If there 
was a class war, my class won.”  How-
ever, Bush has continued to instigate the 
class war by supporting the upper class 
in America.  Bush has said in the past 
that “if you own something, you have a 
vital stake in the future of our country,” 
and, at face value, his words of empow-
erment through ownership seem stun-
ningly refreshing.  While Bush proposed 
tax credits for low-income housing 
and small businesses to increase own-
ership, he stopped short of solving the 
underlying problems by not socializing 
ownership of land, resources, housing, 

education, health care, and employment 
structures.  Instead, he turned around 
and gave tax cuts to the rich.  

Today, progressives face the task of 
determining how a democratic polity 
that boasts equal rights can overcome 
the inherent contradiction of an unjustly 
stratified economy. 

An effective and realistic answer is a 
system of collective or shared ownership 
of land, labor, capital, and resources.  It 
is based on an egalitarian philosophy 

that looks to bridge the divide of wealth 
and prosperity.  It is the idea that if 
wage is a proxy of value, then the level 
of ownership should be a proxy for the 
value of what a worker produces as 
well.  ere are numerous examples of 
democratic ownership in action today 
that are breaking down bastions of con-
trol and helping empower the poor 
through ownership.  Examples include 
land trusts, credit unions, and publicly 
controlled resources.  In Hernando De 
Soto’s book, e Mystery of Capital, he 
writes that the enforceable ownership 
of assets has created wealthy countries 
with identifiable and accountable busi-
ness agents.  To empower the poor it is 
necessary to create equity of access to 
ownership. 

Contrary to most people’s assump-
tions, egalitarian ownership is not a 
rebuke of privatization.  Privatization 
can in fact be integrated into a system 
of democratic ownership in banking, 
housing, and the workplace.  But Bush’s 
focus on ownership for the rich is essen-
tially a structural problem that requires 
a structural change.  Bush’s policies limit 
ownership to a select few, when owner-
ship is actually an empowering dynamic 
that can and should be applied to every-
one.  A transition towards such a pro-
gressive ownership society that shares 
asset wealth would lead to a more equi-
table and humane society.  ♦

No Justice in Bush’s Ownership Society

results of rehabilitation, instead of 
mandatory sentences, which provide 
little, if any, reduction in crime.

HR204 could replace or supplement 
mandatory minimums with alternative 
forms of punishment, such as IP, which 
includes educational programs, house 
arrest and electronic surveillance, half-
way housing, restitution, drug and 
alcohol treatment, and restorative justice.  

ese alternatives address the core of 
the drug problem and other non-violent 
crimes, which mandatory minimums 
have dealt with ineffectively.  ey would 
also ease the problem of Pennsylvania’s 
burgeoning prison population, which, 
according to the Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Corrections, has risen 13% since 
1998 at an escalating cost of $1.3 bil-
lion.  Pennsylvania should adopt HR204 

and reexamine its current mandatory 
minimum policies while urging Congress 
to do the same. e IP program offers 
a more enlightened and just solution to 
Pennsylvania’s crime problem, dealing 
with each conviction on an individual 
basis while restricting bias. After all, 
imprisonment without rehabilitation 
does nothing to reduce recidivism.  ♦

Mandatory Minimums (continued from page 6)

“Contrary to assumptions, 
egalitarian ownership is not 
a rebuke of privatization.”
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Into the Blogosphere
Penn Professor Dick Polman takes on Internet politics 

Dick Polman teaches creative writing at 
Penn and is a full-time faculty member 
at the Center for Programs in Con-
temporary Writing. Before that, he was 
the national political correspondent for 
the Philadelphia Inquirer. Polman has 
spent over three decades in journalism. 
In February 2006, he started his own 
blog, e American Debate, which is 
found at dickpolman.blogspot.com. He 
also teaches a writing class titled, “Polit-
ical Writing in the Blog Age.” Yashas 
Vaidya talked to Polman about politics, 
elections and writing blog posts. 

Why the move out of the Inquirer 
and into teaching and blogging?

ere were a number of reasons 
I decided to make a big job switch. 

e main one was the attraction of 
being at Penn. I like teaching. I like 
the atmosphere here. I’d been cover-
ing politics full-time with tons and 
tons of travel since 1992. And I was 
just getting tired of it. But what was 
also happening at the same time, 
frankly, was that I was worried about 
the future of the Inquirer, because it 
was put up for sale. 

I started the blog while I was still 
there full time. But I knew by then 
that I was going to be leaving to come 
here in the Fall [of 2006]. I started 
the blog then because I wanted to 
have the thing up and running for 
about six months before I left. I fig-
ured that if I had the blog going and 
I got to a point where I was leaving, I 
could still say, let me do this for you. 
And that’s exactly how it has worked 
out. 

How has your year of blogging 
been? Did you take it up with no 
prior experience?

I’d been reading blogs for a couple 
of years, and seeing that more and 
more energy and attention was going 
into online coverage of one kind or 
another, including blogging. I could 
tell that this was going to be one of 
the keys to politics in the future.

I was actually intrigued to move 
in that direction because I figured I 
could catch the wave myself. And also 
because I saw that there were very few 
- and I think this is still true really 
a year or more later - mainstream 
political journalists blogging. I have 
many, many colleagues who I trav-
eled around with over the 
years, and I can’t even 
count on one hand the 
number of them who are 
writing on a blog every 
day. 

Is writing blog posts difficult?

Actually, the best part for me is 
the writing itself, because I can write 
with some individual voice. I can toy 
with the style. Some days I might 
be more straightforward than others, 
some days I might be sarcastic. Some 
days I might pull back. 

How do you create and maintain a 
unique voice?

I try to be irreverent to some 
extent. I try to be a little bit of a con-
trarian. I try to provoke sometimes. 
I don’t mind getting people angry. 

All those things really are variations 
on how good columnists have been 
working in print for a better part of 
the last century. What I’m trying to 
do is transplant in some ways the best 
attributes of a columnist into this 
new medium. 

What do you think blogging does 
for the political process? Does it 
inform, educate or does it bring 
people together? 

Overall, blogs can keep people 
engaged. ey can float and advance 
arguments that perhaps the main-
stream media are not covering. ey 
can broaden the range of issues that 
are out there. e potential flipside is 

that we live in a very polarized polit-
ical culture right now. e danger 
is that more and more people with 
strongly held opinions can narrow-
cast their information. ey can just 
go right to the places they already 
agree with and ignore everything else. 

e average person, if they’re just 
going for the information that they 
agree with - then that can potentially 
shrink the middle ground.

How do you remedy that tendency 
for polarization?

You can’t fix the problem. e 
only thing you can do is hope that 
there are going to be more people who 
try to take the best of the journalistic 

“...What I’m trying to do is transplant 
in some ways the best attributes of 
a columnist into this new medium.”
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standards and bring it to the blog-
ging world, so that people who are 
more open-minded can give them-
selves a wider range of choices. What 
I’m saying is that, to be an informed 
person, you should at least read the 
blogs you disagree with, just to see 
what those people are thinking. 

While political blogs mushroom, 
there is still a lot of talk of political 
apathy. Does the rise of political 
blogging represent an increase in 
participation in politics or is it 
something else? 

You can make the argument that 
blogs don’t necessarily portend greater 
participation, that the most partisan 
people, who are going to be the activ-
ists, donors and voters, are the only 
ones reading them. But somehow I 
can’t help but think that the wider 
range and number of blogs, [and] 
how pervasive they’re getting to be in 
the culture, is going to make it easier 
for people to feel instantaneously con-
nected to the political process. It just 
makes it that much easier not to surf 
for opinions, but to search for infor-
mation, because of the links that are 
provided.

And not only that, but if they 
want to act on what they read, it’s 
actually easier than ever too, because 
with a few clicks you can find out 
how to contribute. With a few clicks, 
you can often find where meetings 
are taking place. As they say - it’s 
kind of a tiresome slogan - this idea 
of building online communities. But 
it’s actually a way of building physical 
communities too.

e rise of blogging seems to have 
occurred together with the advent 
of around-the-clock campaigning, 
especially for the big elections. 

Where does blogging fall into all of 
this? 

We have been moving toward a 
24/7 political environment for a long 
time - the rise of television in the fifties, 
particularly the first televised debates 
in 1960. ere 
was this notion 
then that it was 
changing poli-
tics forever, that 
it was going to give it more immedi-
acy, more visibility. en, there was 
the rise of the evening news shows. I 
was in my 20s when C-SPAN started 
[in 1979]. at to us was a big thing. 
So, by the time the Internet came 
along, it was just furthering this grow-
ing ubiquity of politics in our cul-
ture.

What place does regular journal-
ism have in what you describe as 
a “24/7, wi-fi’d, blogging environ-
ment”?

Connecting the dots. Journalism 
probably is not needed as much to 
tell people what’s happening, because 
as you said people can find out for 
themselves. [ ese events] are just the 
dots. What journalism’s role needs to 
be is to connect those dots for people 
who might want to read a smart assess-
ment that helps them make sense of 
what all these dots mean. 

e goal of traditional journalism 
was to present information in an 
objective manner. But in the type of 
writing that we see on blogs, people 
make no effort to hide their biases. 
Has that been a change for you?

For years I was a reporter - a 
reporter in the sense [of ] keep[ing] 
personal opinions and pre-conceived 

biases out of the piece as much as 
possible. I think there’s still a place 
for traditional journalism, in terms of 
giving people the raw material they 
need - wire service stories for exam-
ple. Aside from wire services, it’s 
absolutely impossible to argue that 

you can write a piece without being 
a thinking person. I think it was 
Norman Mailer who said that jour-
nalism is choices. 

People will say: “How can you 
write stories based on your opinions?” 
And I say, I don’t consider them opin-
ions - I consider them professional 
judgments. 

How do you lean politically? 

You know what’s interesting is 
that every once in a while I’ll stumble 
across an online thread where they’re 
arguing back and forth about what 
my allegiances are.  I have the right 
mad at me sometimes. Other people 
say I’m moderate. I kind of like that. 

I think if I was going to define 
myself I could say that I am an inde-
pendent voter type. 

What are your favorite political 
blogs? 

I like “Talking Points Memo.” 
I have a link on my page to “Real 
Clear Politics.” It’s a great one-stop 
place to find out what’s going on. It’s 
a slightly right of center operation. 
And that’s fine. ey are not ranters 
or screamers. ey have a good tone, 
and I get ideas from them. at’s 
what I like about having this open 
forum online.   ♦

“What journalism’s role needs to be is to 
connect those dots for people who might 

want to read a smart assessment...”



Want To Get 
Published?

e Soapbox is currently looking for new writ-
ers and editors for our Fall 2007 issue.     Contact 
us at soapbox@dolphin.upenn.edu to apply for a 
staff position or to submit an article as a guest 

writer. 

For information, visit us at
 dolphin.upenn.edu/~soapbox.

A non-partisan and impartial Board of Editors chooses a selection of 
incisive and provocative pieces to be published in each issue.
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The tradition of standing on a 
soapbox began in England in1855 
when e Sunday Trading Bill 

caused riots throughout London.  Protest-
ers assembled in a small corner of Hyde 
Park to broadcast their views before a cap-
tive audience. is corner became known 
as “Speaker’s Corner,” and was officially 
ordained for that purpose by an 1872 Act 
of Parliament.  

Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, George 
Orwell and William Morris all declaimed 
at Speaker’s Corner, and today many people 
still assemble to argue, debate and listen 
every Sunday.  e traditional soapbox 
has evolved into a small stool, as soap no 
longer comes in sturdy wooden crates that 
one can stand on.  But the purpose of 
Speaker’s Corner has not changed.   

Some speeches are silly, others simplis-
tic; some speakers deliver clever satires, 
while others are unsettlingly extreme. Visi-
tors might hear a man argue that unem-
ployment is humanity’s ultimate freedom, 
or find themselves reading pamphlets about 
establishing a personal relationship with 

God.  Marx is a perpetual favorite, but dis-
courses on everyone from Donald Trump 
to Tony Blair can occur on any given 
day. On a good afternoon, you can hear 
someone trying to promote the uprising 
of the proletariat in song. All the while, 
the tourists, children and British regulars 
provide lively feedback, interjecting with 
questions, objections, or (sometimes) heck-
ling. 

Everyone, despite his or her personal 
beliefs, deserves the right to speak and to 
be heard. Knowledge cannot be restricted 
to ‘high-brow’ university settings or cur-
riculum-approved books, lest we yoke our-
selves to a self-imposed censorship that 
excludes a huge swath of society.

Just as anybody who chooses to can 
take part in a Speaker’s Corner debate, 
regardless of credentials, qualifications or 
degrees, it is our hope that you will use this 
Soapbox as your speaker’s corner, that you 
will voice your ideas and opinions within 
this magazine, and that your musical ren-
ditions of Das Kapital will not be too far 
off key.   ♦

The Origin of the Soapbox

Our founders are graduating!  e Board of 
Editors would like to wish them the best of 
luck and thank them for their hard work.
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Ben Narter
Daniel Sun
Matt Wolf


