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The Facebook group took only ten days to reach its goal of 
one million members in support of  Stephen T. Colbert for 
president.

Like everything Colbert does, it’s hard to tell if his aborted 
presidential bid was serious or not, but it’s also hard to care.  
Honestly, I stopped reading election news a while ago, ever 
since my favorite candidate disappeared from TV and newspa-
pers.  My absentee ballot isn’t arriving in the mail for another 
year, and I have far more important choices to worry about in the 
meantime.

In fact, the country has far more important things to worry 
about right now.  Every day, someone gets shot and someone 
drops out of school and someone loses their house and some-
one loses their job.  I’m not a bleeding heart liberal by any 
stretch, but the immediacy of these problems gets ignored when 
all the TV talking heads will yak about is the latest mudslinging 
accusations.  Nothing is being accomplished, and with a Dem-
ocratic congress and a Republican president, nobody has a 
monopoly on the blame.

I’m currently taking a seminar offered by the Fox Leadership 
Ideas in Action program in conjunction with the Fels Institute for 
Government.  The basis of the class is that we can do more 
than sit around talking about the country’s problems; we work 
together to create policy proposals and pitch them to local gov-
ernment ofcials.  Other Fox classes have similar aims:  to create 
future leaders with experience building communities.  Penn is at 
the forefront of such problem-solving learning, offering a plethora 
of academic-based community service classes.

There’s still an important role for dialogue on a college campus 
like Penn, and The Soapbox is still running strong, with its big-
gest and best issue yet.  But it doesn’t stop with us.  Articles don’t 
change the world:  people who read articles change the world. If 
you’re reading The Soapbox, you care about politics and believe 
that your role in democracy is important. What are you doing to 
make that ideal world become a reality?

This issue provides insight from thirteen diverse authors.  
They are your fellow classmates, your hallmates.  I urge you to 
take a minute and think about what they have to say.  Then do 
something about it.

Respectfully,

Jay Zolle
Executive Editor, SAS ‘09
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ate.”
- Anirudha Majumdar, Engineering 
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.
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“I don’t think he is bothering anyone, 
and if someone disagrees with the con-
tent of his message they are welcome to 
discuss it with him.”
-David Marcou, College ‘09
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By Al Moran 
Staff writer

It’s not difficult to find disaffected 
Republicans these days.  The party’s 
position in national politics has 

undoubtedly faltered over the past few 
years. Just six years ago, America was 
united in the aftermath of 9/11, led by 
an overwhelmingly popular George W. 
Bush and his Republican Congress. 

The accomplishments of this admin-
istration are debatable, but the reality 
is simple: Republicans could have done 
so much more while dominating Ameri-
can politics. President Bush is now in 
the twilight of his presidency and can 
only threaten the Democratic 
congressional majority with 
the veto.  Meanwhile, the next 
Presidential election process is 
already in full swing, and its 
mediocre candidates continue 
to bore voters with trite rhet-
oric. However, the seeds are 
being sown for a rare and fasci-
nating development in American 
politics: a party realignment.

Party realignments – the 
rapid evolution of a party’s core 
values – have the power to influ-
ence generations of voters and 
political leaders. The last two 
such realignments, the New Deal 
Coalition and the Nixon/Reagan 
Revolution, were responsible 
for many historical and political 
developments of the 20th cen-
tury. We are still in the midst 
of the latter revolution. Reagan 
helped to unify a potent political 
combination of anti-government 
Goldwater libertarians and the 

so-called “religious right,” and no force 
since has matched its efficacy. Neverthe-
less, all party alignments must shift 
eventually, given the dynamic nature of 
American politics. The current alliance 
system withers as a new one develops.

The breakdown of a party is inevita-
ble when its politics become fraught with 
hypocrisy and contradiction.  Among the 
Republican Party faithful, one need look 
no further than the struggle between a 
small-government proponent who wants 
to cut federal programs and a religious 
zealot who wants the government to take 
a proactive role in encouraging “morals.” 
Another paradox comes in the foreign 
policy arena.  For a party supposedly 
comprised of realists, many Republicans 
seem insistent on spreading democratic 
ideals abroad. These previously latent 
tensions become more apparent day by 
day. 

President Bush’s administration 
embodies these tensions. While he ran on 
a ticket of “compassionate conservatism,” 
claiming to support a prudent foreign 
policy, his lasting legacies are ironically 
liberal ideas. “No Child Left Behind” 
places power and influence over educa-
tion in the hands of the federal gov-
ernment, and Iraq has devolved into 
a nation-building escapade where, no 
matter how hard we try, our dreams just 
cannot overshadow harsh reality.

Democrats aren’t immune from frac-
ture either. The party’s rhetoric regarding 
Iraq is tangled and hypocritical because 
while they criticize nation-building, their 
own party has a history dating to the 
Wilson administration of doing just that. 
Furthermore, they are finding it difficult 
to play the traditional liberal card of using 
the federal government to induce change, 
forcing candidates to utilize new cam-

America’s next party realignment
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Election 2008
Sea changes

Evolution of the major parties

1790s

1800

Republicans, led by Jefferson and 
Madison, favor weak central 
government and agrarian ideals.

The Federalist Party, led by Alexan-
der Hamilton, believes in strong 
central government and commerce.

Jefferson and the states’-rights 
Republicans win power. Federalist Party weakens.

Republican Party splits.
 Andrew Jackson’s Democratic 
Republicans (later known as Demo-
crats) promote states rights and 
agriculture.

John Quincy Adams’ National 
Republican Party adopts the 
Federalist’s pro-commerce agenda.
National Republican Party dissolves, 
replaced by Whigs.

Whigs join with the Free Soil Party to 
form the anti-slavery Republican Party.

1850s

1930s

1830s

The two major parties become firmly 
entrenched: Democrats among North-
ern Protestant capitalists, Republicans 
among Southern farmers, immigrants, 
and workers. FDR’s New Deal policies lead to a 

party realignment in which Democrats 
are seen as the party of the working 

classes and Republicans as the party 
of small government and capitalism.

“Reagan Democrats,” (traditionally 
Democratic voters who favored 
Reagan’s social conservatism), 
create a landslide victory for the GOP.  

1980s

Gingrich’s “Contract With America” 
leads to a GOP takeover of the House 
and Senate based on the promise of 
welfare reform and fiscal conservatism.

1990s
Issues like abortion, health care, 
government spending, and “nation-n-
building” become political flashpoints. 



How Republicans  lost 
the Evangelical vote
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Election 2008
paign strategies. For example, Barack 
Obama’s campaign relies heavily 
on hope, an abstract emotion. If 
that doesn’t signal intellectual bank-
ruptcy, I’m not sure what does. 

Perhaps comedian Lewis Black 
best summed it up in his famous 
quip, “The Republicans are the party 
of bad ideas. The Democrats are 
the party of no ideas.” Unfortu-
nately, Black’s hyperbole is spot on. 
The 2008 election looms large in 
the horizon, and Bush and Cheney 
will be gone.  The Reagan coalition 
could very well be split between Ron 
Paul, Mitt Romney, and Rudy Giu-
liani. Will Paul compromise on his 
staunch libertarianism to court “Red 
America?” Will Romney be able 
to convince voters that he is not 
a “Republican John Kerry?” (He 
already has been criticized as a flip-
flopping New England elitist, which 
sounds awfully familiar.)

If a Democrat wins, will that 
reflect genuine popularity with 
voters, or just a protest against “deaf, 
corrupt Republicans?” The Demo-
cratic Party has a golden opportu-
nity to seize a constituency that has 
eluded them for decades if they can 
finally abandon their stance of mere 
opposition and actually propose sub-
stantive policy change. However, this 
may require changing some time-
honored party principles. When the 
dust settles, we might well find our-
selves in a new age of American poli-
tics. 

Alexis de Tocqueville wrote 
about America in a bygone era, one 
with few similarities to today. How-
ever, his observations demonstrate 
that surprisingly little has changed 
in politics. He wrote, “…there are 
many men of principle in both par-
ties in America, but there is no party 
of principle.” The two-party system 
has long been a constant in Amer-
ican politics, but there are tell-tale 
signs that the 2008 election might 
bring about an entirely new system, 
one that can perhaps take our coun-
try in a new direction.  I for one 
can’t wait.

Election 2008
Party hopping

By Jonathan Williams
Guest writer

It’s not exactly news that the Evan-
gelical movement wields enormous 
power and influence in American 

politics. In the 2004 presidential elec-
tion, voters who identified themselves 
as “evangelicals” constituted a signifi-
cant 23% of the entire electorate. 

Since President Reagan’s 1980 presi-
dential victory, propelled in part by 
Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority, the 
fundamentalist evangelical movement 
and its largely homogeneous stances 
against abortion and gay marriage have 
played a pivotal role in recent elec-
tions.   That these conservative religious 
groups would automatically support 
the Republican presidential candidate 
in 2008 seemsa foregone conclusion.  
Most of these voters generally identified 
their votes as based on “moral values,” a 

code word for Republican social policy.
But for the first time in recent 

memory it  appears that there will be 
a significant ideological and political 
rift between key evangelical groups and 
leading Republican candidates Rudy 
Giuliani and Fred Thompson.  Each 
of these candidates is irredeemably 
flawed in the eyes of key conservative 
evangelicals. Certain groups, such as the 
Council for National Policy, are consid-
ering endorsing a third-party candidate. 

While Giuliani carefully exploits 
his image as a “law and order” leader 
(having dealt with both New York City’s 
high crime rate and the 9/11 attacks) 
who would successfully wage the war on 
terror, he is also a supporter of abortion 
rights and gun control, relatively weak 
on immigration issues, and estranged 
from his family. None of these aspects 
sits well with influential conservative 
Christians, including Focus on the 
Family chairman James Dobson and 
the head of the Southern Baptist Con-

vention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty 
Commission, Richard Land. Accord-
ing to Land, if Giuliani were to win 
the presidency, “he’ll do so without 
the social conservatives.” Evidently, an 
endorsement of Giuliani would be a 
stretch for many evangelicals, even if 
it were the only alternative to another 
Clinton in the White House. 

The endorsement of Fred Thomp-
son by so-called “social conservatives,” 
in contrast, seems much more feasible.  
Many conservatives, including Land, 
view Thompson as a “Southern-fried 
Reagan” capable of blending mainstream 
Republican electability and fundrais-
ing capability, which Giuliani possesses, 
with the socially conservative track 
record appealing to evangelicals. How-
ever, like Giuliani, Thompson suffers 
from an Achilles’ heel: the absence of 
religious affiliation. Despite his bap-
tism, Thompson has never publicized 
his religion or made outward displays 
of his religious devotion; even Giuliani 
attends Mass. According to an email by 
Dobson, “[Thompson] has no passion, 
no zeal, and no apparent ‘want to.’ And 
yet he is apparently the Great Hope 
that burns in the breasts of many con-
servative Christians? Well, not for me, 
my brothers. Not for me!” Evidently, 
Thompson’s lack of a religious life rubs 
some on the right the wrong way. 

It appears that the evangelical voting 
bloc has two options: either endorse the 
Republican nominee regardless of how 
distasteful it may be and try to steer 
him towards more socially conservative 
values, or publicly manifest its discon-
tent with the party by formally endors-
ing a third-party candidate. The first 
option, however, seems much more 
likely; socially conservative evangelicals, 
it seems, are reluctant to let their reli-
gious beliefs hinder the fulfillment of 
their political goals and, in all likeli-
hood, they would prefer anyone in the 
White House to a Democrat.



By Gideon Spitzer
Staff writer

Known best for his thick, dark- 
rimmed glasses and frequent tele-
vision appearances on behalf of 

his former boss, Saddam Hussein, ex-
Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz 
does not usually come to mind when dis-
cussing solutions to the current predica-
ment in Iraq. 

Mr. Aziz, who was the eight of spades 
in the U.S. military’s card deck of Iraqi 
leaders, was the highest ranking Christian 
in Saddam Hussein’s leadership hierar-
chy. However, now that many American 
political leaders are calling for a gradual 
disengagement, or even total withdrawal 
from Iraq, every possible solution should 
be considered so as to leave the country 
with some semblance of stability. Mr. 
Aziz presents an interesting but seldom-

mentioned prospect for Iraq’s future. 
With its Shiite Arab majority and 

large Sunni Arab and Kurdish minorities, 
Iraq has been ripped apart by interne-

cine conflict. 
Many top 
ranking U.S. 
o f f i c i a l s , 
including an 
ever growing 
number of 
Republ i can 
legislators and 
n e o c o n s e r -
vative war 
hawks, have 
come to real-
ize that a 
d e m o c r a c y 
may be impos-
sible  in the 
new Iraq 
given the 
unremitting 
violence. In a 
recent speech 

to the U.S. Senate, Republican Senator 
Chuck Hagel said that there is “no con-
vincing evidence that Iraqis will make 
the compromises necessary to solidify 
a functioning government and society, 
even if we reduce violence to a point that 
allows for some political and economic 
normalcy.” 

 Thus, in the words of Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates, if Iraqis are 
not willing to create democracy, “it 
is neither hypocrisy nor cynicism to 
believe fervently in freedom while adopt-
ing different approaches to advancing 
freedom…including temporarily making 
common cause with despots to defeat 
greater or more urgent threats to our 
freedom or interests.”  

Tariq Aziz, whose name means “glo-
rious past,” may present an interesting, 
albeit controversial, solution to the Iraq 
predicament. As a Chaldean Catholic, 
Tariq Aziz is immune to some of the 
worst religious infighting in Iraq. Mr. 
Aziz, or at least someone like him, could 
emerge from one of Iraq’s many minor-

The glorious past and future of Tariq Aziz 
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ity communities (from Chaldean 
Catholics to northern Turkmen) to 
lead Iraq and forcibly reunite the 
country without the sectarian bag-
gage of a Sunni or Shiite leader. 
A highly trained Iraqi force, along 
with a sustainable U.S. military 
presence of 50-60 thousand troops, 
could better support such a leader.  
As General Petraeus and Ambassa-
dor Ryan Crocker indicated in their 
most recent reports to Congress, the 
U.S. force would eventually draw 
down as Iraqi security forces grad-
ually assumed more responsibility. 
The leadership of a U.S.-backed 
minority strong-man would fill the 
political role necessary to lead the 
Iraqi forces and bind the nation 
back together.

Politically, this strong-man 
would ideally institute a Turkish-
style government. But instead of the 
military ensur-
ing the state’s 
secularity, as in 
Turkey, an Iraqi 
military estab-
lishment would 
safeguard the 
nation’s cohe-
sion.  Further-
more, this Aziz-style leader could 
lead the nation toward a more 
stable and nominally democratic 
government with the military as the 
ultimate guarantor of its stability. 
Although the democratic elements 
of the government would begin 
as little more than window dress-
ing, they would hopefully  grow 
into a fully developed democratic 
institution. With security restored, 
Iraqis would have the opportunity 
to build the institutions of govern-
ment necessary for their long-term 
stability and independence from 
foreign occupation.  

 Iraq’s northwestern neighbor, 
Syria, long ruled by a small minor-
ity religious group known as the 
Alawites, is an interesting example 
of this solution in action. This small 
religious sect, an offshoot of Shi’a 

Islam, has held power in Syria since 
the early 20th century, ruling over 
a diverse population of Sunni and 
Christian Arabs.  Unfortunately, the 
Syrian regime has no plans to relin-
quish any power toward a nomi-
nally democratic future. In Iraq’s 
case, however, the continuing U.S. 
presence would serve to insure the 
Iraqi government’s dependence on 
the U.S. It would also provide the 
U.S. further opportunities to use 
both carrot and stick in prodding 
Iraq to continue down a U.S. set 
path toward democracy.  While 
some might argue that the U.S. 
already tried this approach with 
calamitous results when it supported 
the minority rule of Saddam Hus-
sein as a buffer to Iranian influence, 
the crucial difference in this case 
is that an Aziz-like figure would 
owe his power to the U.S. in terms 

of both mili-
tary and polit-
ical backing.

America’s 
involvement 
in Iraq has 
been labeled  
many things: 
Democratic 

Senate Majority leader Harry Reid 
called it “the worst foreign policy 
mistake” in U.S. history, while 
President Bush calls it part of the 
“vision for a more stable and more 
peaceful Middle East.” As Amer-
ica has learned over the past four 
years, nation-building, particularly 
with the lofty goal of democracy, 
can be as violent as it is laudable. 
A nominally dictatorial, minority-
led government offers the most 
direct solution to stabilize Iraq 
and to minimize the risk of Amer-
ican casualities while maximizing 
our strategic interests. Senator John 
McCain illustrates the American 
predicament best: “The moral of 
the story is that democracy is 
tough. We have to recognize that 
you can have two steps forward 
and one step back.”
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Flash Bio: Tariq Aziz

Tariq Aziz, who served as foreign 
minister and deputy prime minister 
of Iraq under Saddam Hussein, was 
born into a Christian family with the 
name Michael Yuhanna.  He began 
his career editing the Baath Party’s 
ofcial newspaper and rose through 
the ranks during the 1970’s and 80’s.

Fluent in English, Aziz served as 
Saddam’s mouthpiece to the western 
world, often appearing on western 
television and in various international 
forums.  

Known for his ne taste in cigars and 
resemblance to Groucho Marx, Aziz 
was the eight of spades in the deck 
of playing cards distributed to U.S. 
servicemen in Iraq.

 

“Let our cities be 
our swamps, and 
our buildings our 
jungles...”  
(comparing Iraq to 
Vietnam)

“I did not hurt 
anybody and my 
page is clean. So 
I am not anxious 
about the trial.” 
(on his capture by 
coalition forces)

Heard from  Aziz:

“Saddam was con-
cerned about inter-
nal unrest amongst 
the tribes before, 
during, or after an 
attack by the U.S.” 
(on his former boss, 
Saddam 
Hussein)

“Although the democratic 
elements of the govern-
ment would begin as little 
more than window dress-
ing, they would hopefully  
grow into a fully developed 
democratic institution.”

Globetrotting



By Jonathan Friedman
Staff writer

More so than the future of Iraq, 
Iran, Afghanistan or any of the 
other Middle Eastern powder 

kegs, Turkey’s future is the most impor-
tant issue in the Middle East today.  Yes, 
you read that correctly.  Iraq, Iran, and 
Afghanistan all have urgent problems, 
but their ultimate solution hinges on 
the question of Islam’s place in a demo-
cratic society – a question which Turkey 
is struggling to answer.

Regardless of what you think about 
President Bush, he and his supporters 
are correct on at least one point: the 
Middle East needs democracy.  Turkey is 

now attempting to prove that Islam and 
democracy are compatible and, if suc-
cessful, it can become a transformative 
model for the region. Governments tend 
to imitate successful neighbors, whether 
they are democratic or fascist. The case 
for autocracy has been made enough 
times in the Middle East; Turkey has the 
potential to make the case for democ-
racy.

But first, Turkey must become a 
liberal democracy worthy of emulation.  
Right now, the country is at a crossroads. 
Since its inception, Turkey has dealt with 
the issue of Islam’s role in a democratic 
society by banishing it from the public 
sphere. The country’s Nobel Prize win-
ning author, Orhan Pamuk, was put 

on trial for his views on the Armenian 
genocide.  The Turkish army refuses to 
submit to civilian rule, a requirement 
for any mature democracy.  This strong-
armed military has deposed governments 
or forced the formation of new gov-
ernments during each of the past five 
decades.

The ruling party of the past five 
years, the Justice and Development (AK) 
Party, has tried to liberalize Turkey.  Led 
by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan, it has demonstrated competence 
by bringing the country closer to Euro-
pean Union membership and by stabi-
lizing Turkey’s volatile economy.  It is 
now attempting to make Turkish society 
more democratic and open. This includes 

weakening the power of the mili-
tary and relaxing restrictions on 
Islam in the public sphere.

Symbolic of these restric-
tions is the prohibition of Islamic 
headscarves in Turkish universi-
ties.  A tax-paying, conservative 
Muslim woman who wants to be 
educated at a Turkish university 
has to either forgo education or 
forgo her Islamic headscarf. The 
AK Party wants to change this 
law, along with others, by rewrit-
ing the constitution. The current 
Turkish constitution was ratified 
after a 1980 military coup.

These reforms will be dif-
ficult, however, because secular 
Turks do not trust Prime Min-
ister Erdogan. Erdogan’s political 
career began under Necmettin 
Erbakan, an overt Islamist who 
was removed from power for 
threatening Turkish secularism.  
Many fear that once Erdogan 
removes public restrictions on 
religion, conservative Turks will 
pressure their secular counter-

(continued page 9)
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Snapshots

The U.S. has struggled to negotiate its own balance between freedom of expression and secularism. Here, a 
group of Muslim students play outside a mosque on Walnut Street [photograph by Alicia Puglionesi]



By Kevin Rodden
Staff writer

As the war in Iraq drags on, 
academics and analysts alike 
continue to use the term 

“nation-building” when describing 
the United States’ mission since the 
fall of Saddam Hussein’s govern-
ment. In doing so, they draw com-
parisons between the current military 
endeavor in Iraq and nation-build-
ing campaigns during the Cold War, 
particularly in the immediate after-
math of the Second World War.  

American capitalism teaches that 
efficiency is achieved through com-
petition, but in the global arena the 
United States has eliminated com-
petition when it comes to nation-
building. After all, it is the only real 
superpower left in the foreign policy 
arena. The fall of the Soviet Union, 
which marked the triumph of capitalism 
over socialism in domestic production, 
has also ironically led to the decay of 
competition in the international nation-
building process. Consequently, problems 
commonly associated with monopoliza-
tion by a single firm have strong paral-
lels to the problems with monopolized 
nation-building that we see today, such 
as lack of quality-control and abuse of 
power. Nation-building led by only one 
country is nothing short of imperialism.

“Nation-building” is often mistaken 
for “state-building,” a mistake which 
masks its troubling consequences.  While 
a state is a bounded territory in which a 
people live under a government, a nation 
requires the self-identification of a people 

based on shared belief systems. There-
fore, state-building is the formation of 
a political system (such as the framing 
of the U.S. Constitution), while nation-
building also requires the unification of 
the population behind a new identity.  
This process will inherently result in a 
molding of the conquered people into 
the image of the conqueror, not just in 
the political realm, but also across soci-
etal and cultural spectra. The degree of 
separation between the cultures of the 
occupier and the occupied dictates the 
ease of the nation-building.

In the past, nation-building has been 
extremely successful.  After World War 
II, the Allies had to rebuild the gov-
ernments of Germany and Japan, the 
two main Axis powers, in such a way as 

to prevent the rise of another authoritar-
ian regime. Thanks in part to prolonged 
demilitarization of those countries, com-
bined with the consistent military pres-
ence of the United States, Japan and 
West Germany formed successful demo-
cratic governments. 

One reason for this success was that 
the Soviet Union’s presence in East Ger-
many created competition for the United 
States in West Germany. This effectively 
gave the United States an incentive to 
create a sustainable democracy in West 
Germany in order to show up the Soviets 
in the Cold War.  

Moreover, the U.S. benefited enor-
mously from the existing bureaucracy in 
German society. Only the very top

(continued page 9)

It’s time to stop 
meddling in the 
developing 
world
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(continued from page 7)
parts to become more religious. Erdogan 
has already tried to criminalize adultery 
and to ban alcohol within certain public 
zones.  There are rumors that the AK 

Party favors religious CEOs 
for government con-

tracts. Most of 
all, people 
worry that
Erdogan is for 
d e m o c r a c y 
only as long 
as it empowers 
Islamic insti-

tutions and weakens the military, the tradi-
tional guardian of Turkey’s secular order.

Steps should be taken to help guide 
Turkey’s liberalization.  First, the European 
Union needs to commit itself to negoti-
ating in good faith for Turkish member-
ship. EU talks, which have recently stalled, 
can be used to shift the debate in Turkey 
from the Islamic headscarf to more gen-
eral issues of civil liberty. This would force 
Erdogan to prove his democratic creden-
tials.

Second, the AK party needs a genuine, 
liberal opposition.  Its major opponent, 
the CHP, is disorganized and campaigned 

mostly on alarmism in the last election.  
The CHP needs to stand for progress, 
not for simply opposing the AK Party.  
A well-organized, liberal opposition, in 
tandem with the EU’s influence, can help 
curb Erdogan’s excesses while strengthen-
ing Turkish democracy.

The biggest roadblock to democra-
tizing the Middle East is the fear that 
democratization leads to Islamization.  By 
reconciling Islam with liberal democracy, 
Turkey can demonstrate that Muslims are 
not cursed to choose between lawlessness 
and despotism. Hope for a more stable 
Middle East hangs in the balance. 

 (continued from page 8)
officials were convicted of war crimes, 
so the low-level officials retained their 
appointments. Because the local politi-
cal machines remained virtually intact, it 
was not difficult to rebuild the national 
government.  The case of Germany is the 
“gold standard for nation-building,” as 
coined by University of Texas professor 
Jason Brownlee.

Compare this to Iraq.
In Iraq, reconstruction has proved 

much more arduous than previous efforts 
at nation-building for several reasons.  
First and foremost, the entire government 
apparatus fell when Saddam fell.  Thus, 
the model for nation-building in West 
Germany could no longer be applied to 
Iraq as not even remnants of government 
leadership were left when Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime was toppled. Second, the 
cultural separation between the United 
States and the Iraqi people is far greater 
than experienced with the German people 
after World War II.  Complicating mat-
ters, ideological fanaticism had a stron-
ger and more significant presence in and 
around Iraq when its government fell 
as compared to a broken and demoral-
ized Germany after World War II.  The 
lack of morale in Germany had the 
positive effect of stifling potential resis-
tance before it occurred. More impor-
tantly, people in Germany who felt more 

comfortable with an alternative ideology 
could easily move to East Germany, 
whereas the Iraqis had nowhere to go.

Finally, nation-building is failing in 
Iraq because there is no second super-
power to keep the United States in check.  
When the Soviet Union first fell, the 
United States operated with timidity as 
a nation-builder as it adjusted to its 
new role in the unipolar world. In the 
Balkans and Somalia, U.S. military sup-
port was limited and popular sensitivity 
to casualties was particularly high. 
President Bill Clinton, who has 
admitted his own disenchantment 
with foreign policy, was hesitant 
to use force.  As the tide changed 
from blue to red, the George 
W. Bush administration took the 
opposite extreme to a fault. The 
United States, driven by neo-Rea-
ganite ideologues, has propelled 
itself into the role of “world police-
man,” and there is no competi-
tion to motivate the United States 
to create sustainable democracy in 
Iraq at any cost.  Pressure to with-
draw has caused the United States 
to sacrifice some of its long-term 
goals in the nation-building pro-
cess, leaving Iraq in a haphazard 
and dangerous state.

The West German model for 
successful nation-building will not 

work in Iraq no matter how many bil-
lions of dollars are spent.  So long as the 
United States monopolizes the nation-
building process, we will continue to fall 
short of progress in the Middle East.  It’s 
up to the next president to start by depo-
larizing American diplomacy, giving up 
America’s title as “world policeman,” and 
rediscovering a modesty that will allow 
us to be content with state-building in 
culturally autonomous regions.

9 The Soapbox, November 2007

GlobetrottingGlobetrotting

How a democratic Turkey could save the Middle East 

Time to stop meddling in the developing world



“Anybody 
who recog-
nizes Israel will burn in 
the re of the Islamic 
nations’ fury.”
-Iranian President Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad

By Gabriel Tarriba
Guest writer

When I heard that Columbia 
University had invited Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad to give a 

talk before going to the UN, I was not all 
that surprised. And I would not be sur-
prised if Hugo Chávez or Vladimir Putin 
appeared at another prestigious Ameri-
can university one of these days. In the 
wake of the Bush administration’s reck-
less foreign policy, these authoritarian 
leaders have become legitimized while 
the U.S. loses its credibility.  The rest 
of the world is developing fast, challeng-
ing America’s status as the world’s super-
power. 

Outside of the U.S., global politics 
are in flux. Self-confident, powerful and 
able leaders are challenging the tradi-
tional recipes for development by diverg-
ing from the path of economic liberalism 
and political democracy. Furthermore, 
the economy of the developing world as 
a whole is growing very quickly: 8% this 
year, more than three times the forecast 
for developed nations. Economic growth 
is proving to be a great source of change 
in the regional and global balance of 
power. 

Leaders like Vladimir Putin and 
Hugo Chávez, who are increasingly 
popular outside of their countries, use 
energy export revenues discretionally to 
finance various political and social proj-
ects that often force other countries to 
redefine their foreign policies.  Major 
European countries such as Germany 
and France, who are dependent on 
Russian energy, have had to become 
friendlier with the Kremlin. Even pro-
American, right-wing leaders like Álvaro 
Uribe of Colombia have had to soften 
their tone against an ever-expansive 
Hugo Chávez. It is coercive diplo-
macy at work, and it is working well 
to legitimate dictatorial, anti-Ameri-
can leaders.

China has experienced a similar 
increase in global legitimacy. High, 
sustained economic growth and 
increasing military expenditure have 
allowed this country to put forth 
bold warnings to the rest of the 
world, especially to the U.S. This 
past January, for example, China 
hinted not-so-subtly that it will be a 
dominant force in a new arms race 
by demonstrating a powerful anti-
satellite program.  China’s pragma-
tism and mild rhetoric may make it 

seem a lesser threat to interna-
tional multilateralism and human 
rights, but China is actually pow-
erful enough to keep the rest of 
the world from interfering with 
situations that involve systematic 
human rights violations – North 
Korea, Tibet, and Myanmar, to 
name a few.

The rise of authoritarian, 
aggressive leaders in many devel-
oping countries should serve as 
a warning not only to the U.S., 
but also to the rest of the world.  
The U.S. must lead the effort 
against these new dictatorships 
by acknowledging that its cur-
rent foreign policy has been a fail-

ure, and working to restore international 
multilateralism and pacific conflict-solv-
ing mechanisms.  If the U.S. does not 
strengthen and promote reform within 
the UN, no one else will.  Whoever 
enters the White House in 2008 needs 
to address these issues, acknowledge the 
disastrous effects of the Bush adminis-
tration’s foreign policy, and restore the 
international prestige and legitimacy that 
the U.S. has lost since the start of the Iraq 
War in 2003. The international institu-
tions founded since the Second World 
War need to be strengthened by coun-
tries that have a commitment to democ-
racy, pacifism and multilateralism. That 
is the only way to uphold human 
rights, promote peaceful problem-solv-
ing, and spread democracy throughout 
the world.
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Strongmen

“First and foremost it is 
worth acknowledging that 
the fall of the Soviet Union 
was the greatest geopoliti-
cal catastrophe of the cen-
tury.”
-Russian Prime 
Minister Vlad-
mir Putin

“But Cuba doesn’t have 
a dictatorship - it’s 
a revolution-
ary democ-
racy.”
-Venezualen 
President 
Hugo Chavez

Failure to democratize
Autocratic rulers are all the rage these days



Can ethanol live up to the hype?

By Josh Rittenberg
Staff writer     

E
thanol isn’t derived from corn; 
it’s made from snake oil, that 
old charlatan’s remedy peddled 
by frauds and con-men as a mir-
acle cure for whatever ails you. 

It’s easy to understand what ethanol prom-
ises to do, but harder to understand why 
these promises are false.  Despite the claims 
of the politicos, ethanol doesn’t help clean 
the air and it doesn’t solve the nation’s energy 
roblems. 

What makes ethanol so insidious is 
that our nation has bought and paid for 
the mythology of ethanol at the expense 
of pursuing an energy policy that actually 
reduces our dependence on foreign oil 
and helps clean our air.  If you believe that 
oil is one of the things that keeps us on a 
war footing in the Middle East, and if you 
believe that global warming and air pol-
lution are issues that demand immediate 
solutions, then you will appreciate the 
fact that we do not have the time or the 
resources to be diverted by false solutions. 
America fiddles upon ethanol while

Rome burns.  
The vast majority of ethanol pro-

duced in this country comes from corn. The 
disappointing facts are readily available in 
newspapers, magazines and scholarly jour-
nals, but everyone seems to ignore them 
in favor of the government’s ethanol hype.  
Manufacturing and delivering corn ethanol 
requires 29% more energy than the actual 
ethanol contains. Ethanol provides less 
energy gallon-for-gallon than gasoline, which 
means less fuel efficiency.  Turning large 
amounts of our corn crop into ethanol drives 
up the prices of milk, meat, cereal, and an 
endless number of products that contain 
corn as an ingredient. 

Additionally, ethanol pollutes the air dif-
ferently than gasoline, but no less than gaso-
line. Its production requires great amounts 
of increasingly scarce water, and it causes car-
bon-cleaning trees to be cut down in favor 
of planting as much corn as is possible.  But 
the U.S. government still subsidizes ethanol 
to the tune of around six billion dollars a 
year. Six billion dollars would buy a lot of 
research and conservation. It would buy a lot 
of windmills and fluorescent light bulbs.  It 
would be better spent on anything that actu-
ally works. 

The snake-oil salesmen behind corn eth-
anol like to argue that it is home-grown and 

all-American, and thus reduces our depen-
dence on foreign oil. Yes, it is home-
grown. But, given that it is energy 
negative, it might actually cause us 

to increase oil imports, not reduce 
them.

 There are ethanol 
solutions less 
pernicious 
than corn 
e t h a n o l .  
For exam-

ple, switch 
grass, a hardy plant 

that grows wild all across the Midwest, can 
be processed into fuel.  Switch grass is indeed 
more energy efficient than corn, but it is 
still a net energy negative, and the resources 
needed to develop it are better spent else-
where. Sugar-based ethanol is the new favor-
ite in South America, offering far better 
performance than corn or switch grass.  But 
in a marvelous twist of hypocrisy, America’s 
protectionist tariffs don’t allow us to import 
the cheap foreign sugar we would need. The 
snake-oil salesmen don’t want you buying 
your remedies from the real doctor in the 
next town over - it’s about selling their prod-
uct, not curing your disease.

If the pitfalls of corn-based ethanol are 
so obvious, why is this country so commit-
ted to it? For one thing, the Iowa caucuses 
are incredibly important to most presi-
dential candidates, and corn farmers are 
terribly important to the Iowa caucuses. 
Powerful agricultural interests in Washing-
ton are another reason. However, I believe 
that the most important reason that Ameri-
cans are drinking the Kool Aid flavored eth-
anol is because we want to. 

We want to believe in magical painless 
cures that don’t inconvenience us with con-
servation and change. We want to believe 
the hucksters and charlatans who promise 
us energy sustainability in a bottle. Corn-
based ethanol won’t be the last magic elixir 
offered us - there never seems to be a short-
age of political rhetoric masquerading as sci-
ence. Americans mean well when they buy 
into these snake-oil cures. But, if the road to 
hell is paved with good intentions then we’re 
speeding right along it in an SUV filled with 
wishful thinking and corn-based ethanol. 
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The U.S. is pinning its renewable energy 
hopes on self-interested charlatans. 

Thinking green
Snake oil



By Rachel Thomas
Staff writer

Avoiding the barrage of news stories 
about global warming is virtually 
impossible today. Environmental-

ism has become mainstream as more 
and more political leaders vie to share 
their views on climate change.  Debate 
ensues; politicians make promises. Yet a 
key component of the political process 
seems to be missing: legislation. Where 
are the laws and reform? Amidst all of 
the coverage and controversy, what are 
politicians actually doing to prevent fur-
ther damage to our environment?

Global warming entered the fore-
front of political discourse with the 
release of Al Gore’s “An Inconvenient 
Truth” in 2006.  National awareness of 
environmental issues dramatically rose, 
causing concern over global warming to 
spread from liberal environmentalists and 
infect the entire political spectrum.  Par-
adoxically, as popular concern continues 
to climb, American politicians are taking 
even less action to improve the state of 
our environment. 

Now, more than ever, Democratic 
and Republican officials alike are boast-
ing their environmental platforms in 
order to gain voter appeal.  Familiar envi-
ronmental foes, most notably President 
Bush, have capitalized on anxiety over 
the environment to appeal to the public, 
without actually following through with 
legislation.  Even though Bush has ada-
mantly denied that humans play a major 
role in climate change, he has recently 
appeared to make efforts to combat 
global warming.  In late Sep-
tember, after attending a 
multinational conference 
in Washington focus-
ing on the environ-
ment, Bush stated, 
“We will set a 
long-term goal 

for reducing global greenhouse gas emis-
sions,” yet no specifications, plans, or 
dates were mentioned.  Bush also stands 
by his 2001 refusal to sign the Kyoto Pro-
tocol, a nonbinding agreement within 
the United Nations to limit carbon emis-
sions by 2012.  Clearly, Bush’s superficial 
words are meaningless without legislative 
action. 

Environmental inaction is not lim-
ited to the current administration.  As the 
2008 presidential election approaches, 
many candidates have made promises 
regarding environmental reform.  Repub-
lican presidential hopeful John McCain 
pledges to cut greenhouse gas emissions 
65%  by 2050 if elected. Democratic 
contender John Edwards assures us that 
such emissions will decrease by 80% over 
the same period.  Although quite ambi-
tious, the can-

didates lack specific policy initiatives, and 
these plans therefore are as meaningless 
as Bush’s statements.  But the voting pop-
ulace has apparently grown accustomed 
to this tactic, ignoring the lack of action 
by many promising politicians.

The candidates cannot be trusted 
to follow through with environmental 
reform if voters don’t hold them account-
able for specific policy proposals.  If past 
political action shows any indication of 
what the future holds for the fate of the 
environment, little, if any, progress will 
be made to combat global warming.  

Voters must push their elected offi-
cials to take action immediately to stop 
further degradation of the environment. 
Environmental debate in this country 
has transformed from a real issue into 
a mere talking point: an easy way for poli-
ticians to promote far-reaching plans that 
will soon be forgotten.  We the elector-

ate cannot afford to settle for empty 
promises, especially as a new admin-

istration moves into the White 
House in 2008.  Unless the 
voters hold politicians account-
able and force them to create 
binding legislation, the state of 
the environment will continue 
in a downward spiral, falling 
right at the feet of our gener-
ation.

Too much talk, too little action
on global warming
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Al Gore gives his Nobel-winning thumbs up.
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The Spratly Islands: How Politics 
Exacerbates the Energy Crisis

Chinese researchers estimate that the Spratly 
Islands could be home to 17.7 billion tons of petro-
leum, making it the fourth largest oil and natural 
gas reserve in the world.  This is enough to make 
5.4 trillion gallons of gasoline, a value of about $15 
trillion dollars to American consumers.  Unfortu-
nately, seven local political bodies are staking a 
claim to their rights based on a very ambiguous 
history of the region. China, Taiwan, Vietnam, 
Malaysia, the Phillipines, Indonesia, and Brunei 
all hope to exploit this energy-rich ecosystem and 
are postponing a potential solution to the inter-
national energy crisis. 

In this game of “he-said she-said,” nobody 
really knows who was there first.  When 
China claims certain waters containing islands 

already occupied by its 
neighbors, nobody can 
really prove that the 
current residents have 
legitimate land rights. 
This type of conflict has 
occurred with Indonesia’s 
oil fields in the Natuna 
Island group, the Phill-
ippines’ fields at Malam-

paya and Camago, Malaysia’s at Sarawak, and at 
Vietnam’s Dai Hung (Big Bear) oil field. 

China has no real right to these lands, but claims 
to control the surrounding waters, and it has the eco-
nomic and political clout to blur the line between 
occupation and “territorial rights.”  With such a ten-
uous method of claiming lands, multilateral negotia-
tions have become necessary. The UN and ASEAN 
(Association of Southeastern Asian Nations)  are the 
leading agents of multilateral discussion on the issue, 
even though the ASEAN does not include China or 
Taiwan. 

A foundational agreement by the UN in 1982 
called the “Convention on the Law of the Sea” sparked 
the geopolitical arguments that persist today.  The 
most controversial clause of this document stated that 
coastal states have “sovereign rights for the purpose 
of exploring and exploiting, conserving and managing 
the natural resources, whether living or non-living, of 
the waters superjacent to the seabed and of the seabed 
and its subsoil” in their Exclusive Economic Zone, 
which is an area up to 200 nautical miles beyond and 
adjacent to the territorial sea. This clause gave multi-
ple countries around the South China Sea a political 
right to the land. Many military and political con-
flicts followed the 1982 Convention, but there is some 
hope.  In recent years the countries have formed joint 
accords to conduct research together in the region. 
This research, which has led to the discovery of even 
more oil reserves, intensified the urgency of these 
regional political issues. 

In a world struggling to find a fast and easy 
source of alternative fuel (apoligies to Brazilian eth-
anol), resolution is needed now. A simple compro-
mise between seven stubborn nations could change 
the face of the international economy.  These addi-
tional reserves would provide a temporary solution to 
the energy crisis, buying us some time to come up 
with alternatives.  Now we just need to figure out how 
17.7 billion more tons of fossil fuel will affect that 
other prominent ecological crisis: global warming. Al 
Gore, you’re up. 
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By Noah Rosenstein
Staff writer

Think that contention over oil is limited to the Middle East and South America?  Take a look at the 
Spratly Islands, a relatively unknown island chain in the South China Sea.  In this exotic locale, 
quite possibly the fourth largest oil reserve in the world, it is no surprise that regional politics are 

hindering critical development. 

Thinking green
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By Josh Stanfield
Editor

It’s hard to miss them when they’re out:  two middle-aged 
believers with their easel and hand-painted placards on 
display, situated on Locust Walk in front of Van Pelt.  

They preach the Word vocally and between classes, infiltrat-
ing the Penn campus under the protection of the First Amend-
ment.  I approached them and heard them out, hoping for an 
interesting presentation, yet fully aware that with the cult of 
the credulous, the demonstrations are rarely novel.  

Our discussion started with my confession.  I admitted 
that I am not a Christian but was interested in what they had 
to say.  And what followed was hardly a shock:  an argument 
from design, a litany of crimes committed by the amoral non-
believers, a vacant attack on evolution, and finally a personal 
appeal – was I convinced?  

I had just one question for my Locust Walk 
proselytizers, one question for all those who 
believe in a god:  Why is this belief necessary?

The amateur theologians of Locust Walk 
were quick to remind me of the infernal agony of 
hell and the eternal ecstasy of heaven. But when 
I made it clear that I don’t subscribe to a belief in 
those particular locales, their only selling point 
was the alleged satisfaction that comes from a 
relationship with God. The discussion ground to 
a halt and they made their request clear: orient 
your life around a belief in the unknowable, devote yourself 
to a book of fiction and dubious historical claims, and subor-
dinate yourself to a set of dictated morals.  

While a belief in various gods (and not just the Christian 
God) undeniably permeates mankind, this does not have to 
be the case.  And this is my suggestion: we are beyond the 
ages of necessity, when a belief in a god served an explanatory 
purpose. In the pre-modern era, belief in a god acted as a 
moral bulwark; belief justified our existence. Our generation 
can shed the unknowable and flourish in our understanding of 
the world.   

And we now know the world quite well through the 
advancement of scientific knowledge.  We can explain natural 
phenomena and the history of our species with science. We 
need not attribute a flash flood to a god, or the history of man-
kind to the supernatural.  The ignorance of prehistoric man 
has been largely overcome as a result of thousands of years of 
individuals propagating knowledge.  Our development as a 
knowing-species has overcome the crutch of the divine.  

It’s hard to argue about the 
divine because in doing so you ref-
erence the unknowable.  A claim of existence 
of any omnipotent, perfect, omni- scient being 
cannot be affirmed; this knowledge is not accessible 
through human faculties.  Equally unknowable, then, 
are the thoughts and preferences of such a god.  

The arrogance of theists lies in their claims to know 
the unknowable.  The only rational stance is that of agnosti-
cism, for the claim of divine presence can never be tested or 
proven.

Freeing ourselves from any teleological presumption is a 
form of radical liberation.  No longer are we constrained by 
moralities of religion: we have the opportunity to develop 
morally as independent, free human beings.  This does not by 
any means lead to widespread moral chaos. There is consen-

sus amongst humanity on certain moral dicta:  Do 
not kill.  Do not steal.  Every society knows some 
variation on the Golden Rule.  This commonality 
is essential for humans to survive as a social spe-
cies.  But regardless of any individual’s unique 
moral system, the fact will remain that it was freely 
chosen and belongs to the individual.  With this 
ownership also comes full personal responsibility 
for one’s actions.    

When people acknowledge the unnecessary 
nature of belief in a god, we are left with ourselves 
and the world.  There is no possibility of any rela-

tionship with a god - but fortunately, it’s a relationship that we 
do not need.

We have everything we need here in this world, in reality.  
The transcendent can be ours in the form of a loving embrace, 
an unexpected note out of a tenor sax, a glance through a 
telescope at celestial complexity.  Art, nature, and life are full 
of beauty, suffering, an entire spectrum of experience.  Why 
impose on ourselves any obstacles to this realization, or attri-
bute it to some fictitious man in the sky?  

It remains a fact that in our current global environment, 
the religious play a serious role (very often a dangerous role).  
The study of religion is thus necessary to develop real solu-
tions to sociopolitical questions around the world.  But that 
is no reason for rational people to surrender themselves to the 
same mentality as believers: a slave mentality that denies real-
ity, subordinates the self to the unknowable, and is utterly 
unnecessary in today’s world.  We have progressed beyond 
such nonsense; let’s approach the world with free minds and 
an honest appreciation of reality.  

Artifacts of faith on Locust Walk
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By Bob Ma
Staff writer

Kumar himself, actor Kal Penn, 
will be teaching classes on Asian 
American images in the media 

here at Penn next semester.  But there 
is an odd contradiction in that a movie 
so blatantly offensive to Asians can be 
readily accepted by and even marketed 
towards us.

Most Asian Americans aren’t 
offended by Asian stereotypes because 
they have readily accepted them as a 
buffer to discrimination, as if accepting 
these stereotypes desensitizes and immu-
nizes them. Asian stereotypes are easy to 
accept because they seem benign, such 
as the “Asian overachiever” or the docile 
and fetishized Asian female. 

However, these seemingly harmless 
stereotypes are the basis of real profes-
sional and social misconceptions sur-
rounding Asian Americans. Of direct 
relevance to college students is the “Asian 
overachiever” stereotype: that all Asian 
students, especially males, excel in the 
sciences and play the violin or piano. 

Although this stereotype has a logical 
empirical basis because there is indeed a 
high representation of Asians in math and 
science programs (a quarter of the cur-
rent student bodies at MIT and CalTech 
are Asian), the stigma surrounding it is 
unjust and socially hostile.

Excellence in these scientific disci-
plines should be celebrated: they are what 
made the U.S. a technological power-
house. However, popular culture ridi-
cules Asians more and more for their 
success in these fields. In Hollywood, the 
new generation of nerds has transformed 
from the Bill Gates-look-a-likes in the 
‘80s classic “Revenge of the Nerds” to the 

Asian math team in “Mean Girls” and 
the Asian protagonists who religiously 
recite SAT vocabulary words in “Better 
Luck Tomorrow.” These images imme-
diately conjure up visions of social-awk-
wardness and a general sense of aversion.  
Indeed, Professor Paul Shaman, Whar-
ton Statistics Department Chairperson 
emeritus, told me that white students 
drop like flies out of Berkeley engineer-
ing classes dominated by Asian students. 
Having transferred myself to Wharton 
from NYU’s Stern School of Business, 
the latter of which is comprised of nearly 
70% Asians, I have experienced firsthand 
the stereotype that “Sternies” are not only 
nerdy, but inevitably Asian. 

Beyond social stigmas, this academic 
stereotype has tangible professional impli-
cations for Asian Americans. Jay Mat-
thews sums up this discrimination in a 
recent Washington Post article: “Chinese 
and all Asian Americans are penalized 
for their values on academic excellence 
by being required to have a higher 
level of achievement, academic and non-
academic, than any other demographic 
group, especially whites, in order to be 
admitted to Harvard, the Ivies and the 
other Elites in this zero-sum game called 
admissions based on racial preferences.”  
The implication is that highly qualified 
Asian students are denied admission 
solely because there are too many other 
highly qualified Asian students applying 
– a sort of Asian quota system in defiance 
of merit-based admission.

But perhaps the reason is more big-
oted. In the past, Jews faced similar dis-
crimination in admissions.  Sociologist 
Jereome Karabel noted in a recent New 
Yorker article that after the SATs were 
first implemented in 1905, Jews were 
accepted at a much higher rate, coming 

to make up 20% of Harvard’s freshman 
class by 1922.  In reaction, Karabel says, 
“The administration and alumni were up 
in arms. Jews were thought to be sickly 
and grasping, grade-grubbing and insu-
lar. They displaced the sons of wealthy 
WASP [Wealthy Anglo-Saxon Protes-
tant] alumni, which did not bode well 
for fund-raising.”  Nowadays, since SAT 
scores are declining in importance when 
so many applicants are scoring in the 
top decile, Asian students may be facing 
racism when they are rejected for students 
with lower scores because the school 
doesn’t want “too many” Asians. 

Academic discrimination against 
minority groups is real, and Asian Amer-
ican students are the 21st century coun-
terparts to the Jewish students a century 
ago. Yet many Asian Americans do not 
see seem to mind this discrimination – 
at least I have not seen any resistance – 
because they have embraced the “model 
minority” stereotype.

Asian Americans need to wake up. 
Just because you grew up in a middle-
class suburb doesn’t mean you can 
ignore the turbulent history of your 
ancestors and the racial injustices that 
are happening each day. It doesn’t matter 
how white-washed you are – third gener-
ation Japanese Americans were as readily 
interned during WWII as those “fresh off 
the boat.”  Trying to avoid Asian stereo-
types by assimilation, or by laughing at 
the exploits of Harold and Kumar, does 
not change who you are. 

No matter how benign Asian Amer-
ican stereotypes may seem, they are an 
injustice because racial stereotypes sim-
plify a group people. They strip you of 
what makes you unique, and they deprive 
you of the chance to achieve success on 
an even playing field. 

Stereotypes cut both ways 
for Asian Americans
Harold and Kumar versus the Quiet Asian Nerd
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By Sunita Desai
Editor

Health-conscious people know the 
risks associated with red meat, 
trans fats, and refined starches. 

Soy, on the other hand, seems like a culi-
nary Holy Grail – healthy, highly adapt-
able, and trendy. But consumers may 
want to think again. The FDA and several 
large food corporations have ignored cru-
cial studies that detail deadly side effects 
associated with soy consumption, while 
hyping its health benefits and making it 
a staple of the mainstream diet.

In the late nineties, Protein Tech-
nologies International Inc. (PTI), the 
world’s largest producer and marketer of 
soy fiber and protein ingredients, peti-
tioned the FDA for the right to label 
soy as an officially “healthy food,” a 
move that would significantly raise their 

p r o f i t 
m a r g i n s . 

They argued that isoflavones (estro-
gen-like compounds abundant in soy 
beans) would lower cholesterol, prevent-
ing costly and ultimately fatal health con-
ditions. 

Interestingly, PTI themselves funded 
the research backing this claim. It was 
based on meta-analysis, a method of 
research that makes 
conclusions by “aver-
aging out” results 
from previous stud-
ies. Many scientists 
question this type of 
research because it is 
difficult to maintain 
consistency when combining results from 
various studies with different samples 
and methods. Additionally, data gather-
ers have a dangerous amount of flexibil-
ity when arranging and interpreting data, 
and can easily draw biased conclusions, 

whether inten-
tionally or not.

Today, 72 mil-
lion acres of American 

farmland are devoted to 
soybeans. One in five calo-

ries consumed in the U.S. is 
soy based. It’s even in baby for-

mula, 25% of which comes from 
soy. Unfortunately, it also has adverse 

effects on the brain, reproductive tract, 
and thyroid to name just a few. Scientists 
have found that soy consumed during 
pregnancy leads to premature births, 
decreased birth weight, and many physi-
cal problems including autism, ADHD, 
and physical deformities in the child. 
Several researchers urge against feeding 
soy-based formula to infants, even if 
they are allergic to dairy products. Soy 
consumption during development leads 
to premature sexual development and 
defects in the reproductive tract.

When the 
FDA was 
c o n s i d e r i n g 
PTI’s petition, 
many scientists 
refuted PTI’s 
research with 
evidence show-

ing isoflavones to be anti-nutrient and 
toxic. In October of 1999, rather than 
responsibly taking these contentions into 
consideration, the FDA made an unprec-
edented move by rewriting PTI’s peti-

(continued page 17)

When health food hurts

Even that most quintessential 
good-for-you product may 

have hidden dangers - that 
its producers don’t want 

you to know 
about.

“Scientists have found that soy 
consumed during pregnancy 
leads to premature births, 
decreased birth weight, and many 

physical problems...”

Outside the Box
Joy of soy



(continued from page 16)
tion, making the claim refer specifically 
to soy proteins instead of to all soy prod-
ucts. 

This move by the FDA was an egre-
gious violation of official regulatory pro-
cedure, which only allows health claims 
for substances that have already been peti-
tioned. Nevertheless, the FDA approved 
PTI’s desired health claims: reduced risk 
of heart disease for any food that contains 
at least 6.25 grams of soy per serving. In 
addition, the FDA officially announced 
that consuming 25 grams of soy a day 
reduces the risk of coronary heart disease. 
If soy products were  healthy enough to 
warrant a health claim, the FDA should 
not have needed to circumvent it’s own 
standard procedure, and PTI should not 
have had to rely on questionable research 
methods that have a reputation for being 
easily distorted to reach desired conclu-
sions. Perhaps pressures from large cor-
porations such as Protein Technologies 
International have gotten the best of the 
FDA.

It seems PTI’s data manipulation 
and marketing strategy were successful:  
the sale of soy foods increased from 
$300 million to $3.9 billion since the 
early nineties. A Consumer Attitudes 
Report by the United Soybean Board 

found that that 
85 % of con-
sumers perceive 
soy products as 
a healthy food-
stuff. But a 
wealth of scien-
tific studies con-
tinues to refute 
this belief, detail-
ing risks ranging 
from brain aging 
to birth defects 
in the children 
of soy eaters.

Fo l lowing 
the FDA health 
claim approval, Drs. Daniel Sheehan and 
Daniel Doerge, who are researchers at the 
FDA, wrote an alarming letter outlining 
the dangers of soy and beseeching their 
own agency to repeal its health claim. 
They backed up their objections with 
more than 25 studies, all of which con-
cluded that soy posed dangers to people 
when consumed even in small amounts. 
In their letter, Sheehan and Doerge said, 
“Our conclusions are that no dose is with-
out risk; the extent of risk is simply a 
function of dose. These two features sup-
port and extend the conclusion that it is 
inappropriate to allow health claims for 

soy protein isolate.” The FDA did not 
respond to their letter. 

Furthermore, soy is extremely toxic 
for children. Infants fed soy milk regu-
larly “ingest the estrogenic equivalent of 
five birth control pills a day,” according 
to Dr. Mike Fitpatrick of New Zealand. 
Dr. Lon White, a researcher in Hawaii, 
found that eating just two or more serv-
ings of tofu per week in midlife could 
accelerate brain aging in late life, result-
ing in Alzheimer’s and dementia. Soy also 
blocks the absorption of minerals, inhibits 
enzymes, disrupts the endocrine system, 
and increases the risk of breast cancer 

and infertility. Also, in 2006, 
an American Heart Associ-
ation committee concluded 
that soy consumption does 
not, in fact, lower cholesterol 
as claimed by the FDA. 

This move by the FDA 
has granted soy companies 
a fail-proof marketing strat-
egy in our health-conscious, 
diet-obsessed culture. But the 
FDA should look to its 
mission: protecting the inter-
ests of the American people, 
not helping big corporations 
make more cash. Cozy cor-
porate back-scratching is not 
worth the risk of turning us 
into a society of deformed, 
doddering invalids with 
Alzheimer’s and hormone 
issues.
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Hollywood gets political

By Brandon Paroly
Editor

The Kingdom” is the fictitious 
story of a terrorist attack on an 
American residential compound 

in Saudi Arabia, and the subsequent 
investigation by an FBI forensics team. 
With an important message, fantastic 
cinematography and action sequences, 
an award-winning cast, and a perfect 
soundtrack, “The Kingdom” is an excit-
ing and intriguing film at the least. But 
the movie’s real significance lies in the 
fact that it is a crucial counterattack in 
today’s war of cinematic commentary.

As many critics have noted, “The 
Kingdom” is most accurately compared 
to “Syriana.” An intellectual and at the 
same time fast-paced criticism of Amer-
ica’s understanding of the Muslim polit-
ical landscape, “Syriana” attempts to 
deliver its message in a nuanced pack-
age that requires active interpretation 
to fully tease out. 

The makers of “The Kingdom,” 
however, decided to say what they 
wanted to as simply and explosively 
as possible. The American team and 

their Saudi escort race across the coun-
try at 150 miles per hour as potential 
car bombs swerve towards them, and 
the body count racks up as they fight 
countless terrorists on the trail of Abu 
Hamza, the mastermind of the bomb 
attack. The cast is constantly viewed 
down the end of a gun barrel or circled 

by Saudi helicopters, and the action is 
interspersed with sequences of children 
packing bombs with nails. From the 
gunshots and explosions, to the inter-
personal and political drama, to the 
intense camera work, “The Kingdom” 
doesn’t waste a word or a shot as it 
bombards the viewer with a straightfor-
ward and unmistakable message.

“The Kingdom” wants to warn 
viewers unequivocally that jihadism, or 
radical Islam, is a deadly and powerful 

threat bent 
on harming 
Western civ-
ilization and 
eve r y th ing 
a s s o c i a t e d 
with it as 
cruelly and 
forcefully as 
p o s s i b l e . 
M o n t a g e s 
a l ternating 
prayer with 
the construc-
tion of sui-
cide bombs, 

shootouts with mosque congregants as 
they assemble for services, videos made 
by masked men denouncing the United 
States, and the cry of “allahu akhbar” as 
bombs are detonated remind the viewer 
of the thinly fictionalized villains of the 
movie.

However, a key aspect of this movie 
has gone very much unmentioned by 
film critics and by pundits on the global 
war on terror in general: it captures the 
toll that jihadism takes on Arab com-
munties. “The Kingdom” establishes 
that the mark of a bombmaker is often 
missing fingers; Jamie Foxx’s character 
learns this in a surprising handshake. 
Once past the opening scene, the 
only deaths we actually see are Saudi, 
never American, and this movie’s body 
count is high. An entire neighborhood 
becomes a battleground, and women 
and children number among the com-
batants. If there’s a more subtle message 
behind “The Kingdom’s” loud one, it is 
that so much of the cost of this conflict 
is ultimately paid by the jihadist aggres-
sors and their countrymen, and not the 
West they attack with abandon.

The last line of the film, spoken 
in slightly different ways by two differ-
ent characters, drives home the point 
“The Kingdom” was intended to make: 
the war on jihadist terrorism is one that 
America must fight, and fight hard, 
whether it likes it or not. In one of 
the boldest movie endings I have ever 
seen, set to eerily calm music, Jamie 
Foxx’s character and Abu Hamza are 
juxtaposed, each saying, “Kill them all.” 
“The Kingdom” spends two hours stat-
ing loudly and clearly, with plenty of 
excitement along the way, that neither 
side intends to give in before it reaches 
some bitter and violent end.
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“The Kingdom” bucks the trend towards anti-war 
cinema with a visceral battle cry against terrorism.

“The Kingdom” wants to warn 
viewers unequivocally that 
jihadism, or radical Islam, is 
a deadly and powerful threat 
bent on harming Western 

civilization...”

Outside the Box
At the movies

Members of an elite FBI team duke it out with  “The Kingdom’s” villains.
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The tradition of standing on a soapbox 
began in England in1855, when the 
Sunday Trading Bill caused riots 

throughout London.  Protesters assembled 
in a small corner of Hyde Park and broadcast 
their views from the top of a wooden soap-
box. This 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.  The traditional soap-
box has evolved into a small stool, as soap 
no longer comes in sturdy wooden crates 
upon which one might stand.  But the pur-
pose of Speaker’s Corner has not changed.   

Just as anybody can jump into a 
Speaker’s Corner debate, it is our hope 
that you will use this Soapbox as your 
speaker’s corner, and that you will voice 
your ideas and opinions within this mag-
azine.  

Founded in 2003, the Soapbox has 
grown over the past four years to include 
a wide spectrum of student, faculty, and 
guest opinions.  Our articles are chosen 
by a non-partisan Board of Editors which 
seeks incisive, provocative pieces repre-
sentative of Penn’s diverse community.

Penn’s only political commentary magazine

e Soapbox accepts submissions 
from all members of the Penn com-
munity.

Articles, reviews, drawings, pho-
tographs, etc. are welcome.

To apply for a position as a staff 
writer or editor, please visit our 
website:
http://dolphin.upenn.edu/~soapbox/

To recieve updates about deadlines 
and future issues, join our listserv 
by emailing: 
soapbox.upenn@gmail.com
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