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Texas Governor Rick Perry and 
Galileo. Despite the unequivocal differ-
ences between these two individuals, ac-
cording to Perry, they aren’t so different. 
As Perry told the nation at the Republi-
can presidential debate this September, 
“The idea that we would put Americans’ 
economy at jeopardy based on scien-
tific theory that’s not settled yet, to me, 
is just nonsense.” He continued by ar-
guing that it is not always irrational to 
challenge mainstream scientific views, 
referencing Galileo’s defense of his the-

candidate from another? This “assault 
on science” has arisen because it serves 
as part of a broader attack on author-
ity and those currently in power as the 
2012 presidential election approaches.

First of all, these unconventional 
views appeal to the more extreme wing 
of the party, the passionate voters who 
are the most likely to vote in the prima-
ries. However, these anti-science views 
do not resonate with the majority of the 
Republican electorate. A spring 2011 
study by Yale and George Mason Uni-

has been a consistent frontrunner in 
the polls since declaring his candidacy, 
Huntsman has struggled to find trac-
tion with the Republican base. Although 
many other factors contribute to his low 
poll numbers, one cannot overlook how 
the candidate who generally embraces 
more extreme views is doing far bet-
ter than the more moderate candidate.

While strongly embracing these 
more extreme views may help a candi-
date succeed in the primaries, it simulta-
neously causes Republican candidates to 
drift further away from the more moder-
ate views they must present to win the 
general election and govern effectively. 
To win the nomination, Republican can-
didates are appealing to a much more 
conservative audience; however, a Re-
uters/Ipsos poll conducted in September 
found that 83% of Americans currently 
believe global warming is occurring. Po-
larized politics has created an incentive 
to appeal more strongly to the extreme 
minority. As Perry campaigns claiming 
to best represent America, he touts a view 
with which 83% of Americans disagree.

Questioning modern science also 
demonstrates an overarching objective, 
as expressed by the Tea Party, to op-
pose central authority. Republicans are 
attempting to differentiate themselves 
from Democrats not only politically, 
but also ideologically.   Attacking gen-
erally agreed upon scientific beliefs as 
the basis of government policy serves as 
yet another attack on the establishment. 
For example, when Bachmann publicly 
challenged Perry for his executive or-
der mandating the HPV vaccination for 

versities found that 53% of Republicans 
believe global warming is taking place. 
Why would a major candidate such as 
Perry endorse a view with which over 
half of his party disagrees?  Accord-
ing to the Yale/GMU study, only 34% 
of the Tea Party believes global warm-
ing is currently occurring. In that same 
study, 51% of members of the Tea Party 
said they were not worried at all about 
global warming. Perry made a decision 
to appease the more extreme segments 
of the party as part of a strategy to win 
the Republican nomination. In contrast 
to Perry, former Utah Governor and 
presidential hopeful Jon Huntsman, 
Jr. has been open about his support of 
global warming science. While Perry 

AS PERRY CAMPAIGNS SAYING HE BEST 
REPRESENTS AMERICA, HE TOUTS A VIEW WITH 
WHICH 83% OF AMERICANS DISAGREE. 

ory that the Earth revolves around the 
Sun despite the theory’s unpopularity.

As the Republican Party moves 
further and further to the right on the 
political spectrum, statements such as 
this one demonstrate conflict between 
candidates not over their political views, 
but over the faith they have in science 
as a basis for policy. Watching Perry’s 
repudiation of global warming or Min-
nesota Congresswoman Michelle Bach-
mann’s challenge to the administra-
tion of the HPV vaccination in Texas, 
one cannot help but notice the readi-
ness of certain candidates to champion 
views outside of scientific convention. 
Why has science become a popular tar-
get and wedge issue that separates one 

ASSAULT
ON SCIENCE
STORY BY GREGORY SEGAL • ART BY GABRIELLA KAHN
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young girls in Texas, her only piece of 
evidence to support her claim that the 
vaccine had “very dangerous conse-
quences” was the story of one mother 
who approached her after a Republican 
debate in September. The mother al-
legedly told Bachmann that the vaccine 
caused her daughter to suffer “men-
tal retardation.” Bachmann challenged 
Perry’s mandate of the HPV vaccina-
tion despite the tremendous amount of 
scientific evidence that the vaccine is 
not hazardous. In fact, the Center for 
Disease Control (CDC) and U.S. Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) have 
both recognized the HPV vaccine as 
safe.  Bachmann even challenges the ex-
perimental methods of these agencies, 
doubting their scores of findings with a 
single unverified anecdote. By depicting 
the vaccination as dangerous, she un-
dermines the foundation of the govern-
ment policy and casts doubt upon those 
in power’s ability to create safe policy.

The “assault on science” nurtures 
and reflects distrust for those presently 
in power. Through the eyes of the Tea 
Party, the question of who should set 
policy is a question of the size of gov-
ernment. The Tea Party prefers a small 
government that can act for individual 
people instead of a large, detached gov-
ernment. This Orwellian view of large 
government does not include trusting 
scientists in setting the policy agenda. 
Attacking science serves to support the 
idea that the current establishment (in-
cluding science) does not act in people’s 
best interests and should not be trust-
ed. In the case of Perry, he accuses the 
government of restricting the economy 
based on unsubstantiated conclusions 
of scientists. In the case of Bachmann, 
she accuses the government of approv-
ing a vaccine that causes harmful side 
effects. Science is portrayed as a ve-
hicle used by those currently in power 
to justify their policies, making it an 

integral part of governmental authority. 
As the Republican Party tries to present 
itself as better suited to represent the 
American populace, it undermines the 
foundation of government policies by 
questioning the science behind them. 
This distrust may be toxic, as it suggests 
the government is lying to its citizens.

It remains to be seen whether this 
rejection of scientific beliefs will help 
candidates such as Perry or Bachmann 
win the Republican nomination. In any 
event, the rejection of science represents 
a dangerous trend in American politics. 
In the face of a rapidly modernizing 
world, it would put the country at a seri-
ous disadvantage if its leaders began to 
question the value of scientific research. 
Science provides the opportunity for 
greater knowledge, which can be uti-
lized to improve policy. America should 
always embrace scientific innovation, 
instead of allowing the rejection of sci-
ence to become more commonplace. •
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RED, WHITE, AND GREEN?
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RED, WHITE, AND GREEN?
Who controls our government? Whom does Congress rep-

resent? “The people!” we reflexively exclaim, for of course, our gov-
ernment is of, by, and for the people. But which people? Increasingly 
since the 1970s, a new answer has emerged: anyone but the centrists. 
Today, moderates can barely find any true representation in Congress. 
As the polarizing ideological gulf has widened, Congress has lost sight 
of its traditional virtues of regular order, deliberation, and compro-
mise, shunning them in favor of adherence to party-line discipline and 
ideological extremism. According to polarization scholar Keith Poole, 
paralyzing partisan gridlock has gripped our highest legislative body 
to a degree not seen since the turn of the nineteenth century. And why? 

Many point to money. Corporate lobbyists, interest groups, and 
electioneering, the common wisdom goes, inject massive amounts of 
cash into the American political system, leading to misrepresentation 
and polarization. Some also predict that the 2010 ruling in Citizens 
United v. Federal Election Commission, which reversed a ban on cor-
porate-funded campaign aids, will amplify this effect in the 2012 elec-
tions. There is some truth to this explanation: money does contribute 
to Congressional polarization, but not as much as we tend to think.

Campaign costs have skyrocketed over the past few decades, as 
media saturation has increased the difficulty of getting the average 
voter’s attention, creating the new, sophisticated “permanent cam-
paign.” Indeed, our “24-hour media conflictinator” (vocabulary cour-
tesy of Jon Stewart) artificially extends the election season into a pro-
tracted campaign battle. As a result, total federal election spending 
rose from $3.1 billion in 2000 to $5.3 billion in 2008, even after av-
erage campaign costs for a House election had tripled between 1972 
and 2000  (statistics courtesy of The Economist and MIT). The high 
price of spreading one’s campaign message has greatly raised the bar-
riers of entry into the political world for the young idealist, who must 
either have significant personal wealth (à la Meg Whitman or Mitt 
Romney) or will almost certainly need to rely on wealthy activists or 
party donors for monetary support. And for that, the young idealist will 
need to adjust his or her ideology to better fit the polarized party line. 

Additionally, ideological extremists are exploiting their superior 
fundraising ability to attain party leadership positions. As Heberling, 
Hetherington, and Larson argue in “The Price of Leadership”, extrem-
ists are far better fundraisers than moderates due to their ability to 
mobilize a passionate activist base. Our representatives “increasing-
ly…appear willing to elect extremist leaders over centrist ones if do-
ing so puts better fundraisers at the helm.” Therefore, ideological lead-
ers like John Kyl and Eric Cantor have an advantage over moderates 
like Olympia Snowe and Jim Webb. And ideologically extreme lead-
ers concoct equally ideologically extreme strategies, from Gingrich’s 
1995-6 government shutdown to July’s debt ceiling debacle. “There’s 
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no centering force in politics,” contends former Represen-
tative and National Republican Congressional Commit-
tee Chairman Tom Davis (R-VA). “The money has moved 
to the extremes. Everything has moved to the extremes.”

Expensive elections, wealthy activist donors, and grow-
ing polarization mixed with a few billion dollars in lobby-
ing and uncapped corporate political contributions thanks to 
Citizens United v. FEC (2010): it all seems to add up. Money, 
therefore, translates to power and polarization. Right? Well…

Money matters, perhaps more so today than ever be-
fore. But U.S. political polarization is driven by far more 
than the cash that fuels campaigns; it is a complex phenom-
enon that draws from many sources, including our own 
electoral institutions (specifically, the closed primary sys-
tem, which funnels activist-driven ideologues into general 
elections), party realignment (the massive Southern shift 
from blue to red during the 1960s), internal party factors 
(the Republican revival among neoconservative intellectu-
als and the political mobilization of Evangelical Christians 
in the 1960s and 70s), new tactics (the party-bloc voting 
that emerged with Gingrich’s 1994 Republican Revolution), 
and the rise of “inflammatory media” (e.g. Rachel Maddow 
and Sean Hannity) in talk radio and cable televi-
sion. If anything, money’s polarizing effects are 
amplified by these other factors. Either way, most 
scholars agree that polarization is rooted in his-
torical and institutional foundations. Understand-
ing and accounting for these causes is the first 
step in shifting Congress back toward the middle.

Is it possible, however, to depolarize our gov-
ernment? Is Congressional polarization something 
that can be fixed by legislation, or is it unavoidable? 
After all, extremists and ideologues are simply 
more politically active than the rest of us because 
they are willing to fight harder than the average 
moderate. Get Out the Vote can only do so much.

But something must be done. There is no 
quick fix to solving our partisan problems, 
but a mixture of legislative and judicial re-
forms can help to get us back on the right track.

The first step is campaign finance reform. Al-
though money is not the ultimate arbiter of politi-
cal success, it is a powerful tool when in the hands 
of skilled partisan redistributors and party infra-
structure. Creating public campaign assistance 
funds and encouraging local media providers to 
reduce the cost of candidate advertising would 
free candidates from the need to pander to ex-
treme ideological minorities for funds, allowing 
them to pursue more centrist policies. Also, the 
courts should reconsider the precedent laid down 
in Citizens United v. FEC, which, combined with 
a lack of disclosure laws, gives some credence to 
the populist cries of the Wall Street “Occupiers.”

The aforementioned reforms, however, will 
have little effect if not combined with primary 
election and Congressional rules reform. As Da-

vid Brady, Hahrie Han, and Jeremy Pope explain in “Primary 
Elections and Candidate Ideology: Out of Step with the Primary 
Electorate,” closed primaries are critical political checkpoints 
where extreme, uncompromising party activists exert a dispro-
portionate influence on the political process, funneling candi-
dates into the general election through an ideological screen. In 
competitive, centrist districts, instituting blanket primaries that 
allow independents to vote in either party’s primary elections 
can significantly balance the effect of extremists in Congress.

Although some polarization may be a natural product of 
our homegrown democracy, today’s uncompromising poli-
ticians are not the leaders that our Framers had envisioned 
when they launched their Grand Experiment. Compromise 
and thoughtful consideration were considered to be inte-
gral parts of a successful republic, and remain so today. We 
are far overdue for a Centrist Revolution to revitalize the vi-
sion of our Founding Fathers. Yet while it may be convenient 
to blame corporate greed and rich executive donors for our 
polarized legislature, concerned citizens interested in real so-
lutions must recognize the complex nature of the problem at 
hand. The moderates helped elect our most recent President; 
now they must drive reforms to create a competent Congress. •
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Amid all of the lunatic show-
manship about the budget and finances, 
the true struggle for America’s future 
lies in healthcare. As our GDP has 
grown and our population has aged, 
citizens have demanded more and bet-
ter healthcare, which has driven an un-
sustainable increase in medical costs. 
Without commenting on the wisdom 
of the legislation, we know that the Pa-
tient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act, President Obama’s historic health-
care overhaul, insures more people, 
but insuring these people will drive up 
costs—especially since many of the peo-
ple who currently lack insurance are, 
according to the United States Census 
Bureau, the poorest among us. In other 
words, the people least able to pay will 
have to be subsidized. Yet when Wis-
consin Congressman and Budget Com-
mittee Chairman Paul Ryan introduced 
his Path to Prosperity, which contains 
a plan to reform Medicare, Democrats 
hounded him for “ending Medicare as 
we know it.” Maybe that’s true. But the 
current system is unsustainable; change 
is necessary whether we like it or not.

The Path to Prosperity’s plan for 
Medicare is to transform it from fee-for-
service into a premium support system 
in which consumers are forced to un-
derstand accrued costs. Medicare is cur-
rently structured so that elderly Ameri-
cans pay the deductible at a doctor’s 
visit, giving them access to a huge va-
riety of amazingly expensive tests while 
paying hardly anything for them. The 
tab instead goes to the government. Pa-
tients are not made to realize the costs. 
As in any market, when consumers and 
producers do not comprehend the cost 
of their behavior, there is inevitably 
market inefficiency. Healthcare in the 
United States is a $2.5 trillion industry, 
making the scale of the inefficiency even 
more exaggerated. As more people age 
into the system, they will create a bigger 
hole in the budget than is already there.

Under Congressman Ryan’s plan, 
seniors would receive a subsidy from 
the government that would allow them 
to go to a well-regulated marketplace 
to select a private healthcare plan. Any 

money not spent on the healthcare plan 
can be kept, and any expenditure beyond 
the government’s check comes from out-
of-pocket. In other words, it incentivizes 
seniors to consume more efficiently and 
healthcare companies to lower costs in 
order to appeal to seniors who are look-
ing for cheap and effective healthcare. It 
must be said that this plan makes a key 
assumption on which the entire suc-
cess of the program rests: that “down-
market” insurance companies can force 
“up-market” providers of care to control 
prices. Historically this has not been 
possible. The hope is that a more com-
petitive and open market than the one 
we have now would be able to bring 
prices down more effectively. If a com-
pany can keep its costs down and quality 
up, patients will flock to it. The success-
ful companies would be profitable, and 
the unsuccessful would be forced to re-
form or exit. Rather than have the gov-
ernment try to run a market, which is a 
notoriously bad idea, consumers should 
consciously begin to effect change 
through their purchasing decisions.

Regulation would have to corre-
spond. It is true that some companies 
would find ways to abuse consumers, 
but the solution is not to turn over more 
control to government. The best regu-
lation is tightly focused but limited in 
scope. The Ryan plan dictates that Medi-
care pay for a plan of the consumer’s 
choosing, so the government should use 

all means of oversight it has available, as 
it already does in every other instance in 
which it contracts out a service. In ad-
dition, the government would establish 
minimum care plans; all plans would 
have to include preventive care, pri-
mary care, and mental health services.

Healthcare is certainly a unique mar-
ket. We become emotional when con-
sidering our own or a family member’s 
health, since the cost of a wrong decision 
is so high (up to and including death) 
that it  substantially impacts our deci-
sion-making abilities. We consume as 
much as possible in the health care sec-
tor because we fear the consequences of 
the alternatives, no matter how unlikely 
they may be. When the government pays 
for healthcare, the costs ultimately come 
back to everyone through higher taxes, 
whether in the present or the future. The 
Ryan plan that seniors consider their 
own circumstances and costs. By doing 
so, it provides a way of controlling the 
costs and consumption of a type of good 
that would otherwise very easily lend it-
self to overconsumption and inflation. 
Liberalizing markets to promote choice 
and control costs has worked in all man-
ners of industries all across the globe, 
from communications to energy to trans-
portation. It is time that we consider do-
ing the same thing for healthcare. Even 
Democrats would agree that gut-wrench-
ing change to Medicare today is better 
than its possible collapse tomorrow. •

UNHEALTHY DEBATE 
THE “PATH TO PROSPERITY” AND THE ECONOMICS OF HEALTH CARE
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STORY BY KATHERINE KELLY • ART BY KAYLA FUCHS

should be the opposite of these charges, 
and that perceived political “elites” are 
ineffective. But this really isn’t the case, 
especially when one considers the role 
of perception. For example, George W. 
Bush, a historically unpopular presi-
dent, has been associated with “real” 
American identity—Texan accent and 
all—even though he attended Phillips 
Academy and Yale University and his 
father was President before him. Barack 
Obama, however one measures his suc-
cess, attended Columbia University and 
Harvard Law but came from a poor sin-
gle parent household. John F. Kennedy, 
the nation’s popular (and romanticized) 
35th President, was a red-blooded vet-
eran, and his family was rich, powerful, 
and politically involved. Herbert Hoover 
was the son of a blacksmith, attended 
Stanford University, and was gener-
ally reviled during the Great Depres-
sion. Lyndon Johnson worked his way 
through Southwest Texas State Teachers’ 
College, found success with civil rights 
legislation, and implemented ambitious 
social welfare programs. Did elitism, 
or the lack thereof, affect their ability 
to lead? It’s difficult to say for sure, but 
as its definition is so unclear, and per-
ception varies widely, there is only the 
weakest of correlations between elitism 
and bad leadership. 

The rationale is that someone who 
is “elite” can’t understand the needs of 
everyday people because they are too 
rich, powerful, or talented to relate to 
them. Certainly, no candidate would go 
out of his or her way to present them-
selves as elitist, as the knee-jerk reac-
tion of many Americans isn’t a positive 
one. However, it isn’t fair to categorize 
the “elite” any more than it is to make 
sweeping generalizations about the oth-
er 99% of Americans. Though it may be 
valid that the privileged are more likely 
to have certain traits (education, money, 
power, connections, and the negative 
aspects that can accompany them), the 
fact remains that leadership and elitism 
aren’t mutually exclusive. Until “elitism” 
is redefined or applied consistently, it 
will remain an empty criticism, akin to 
a political spitball. •

measurable ability at all. And while no-
body wants to admit it, running a cam-
paign is astronomically expensive—and, 
thus, candidates have the final element, 
wealth. For clarity’s sake, by this defini-
tion any political candidate is inherently 
elite. 

In politics, however, “elitism” has 
absorbed a whole litany of outside mean-
ings. If a man is educated at an Ivy League 
college, he’s elite. Take Scott Brown (R-
MA), for instance, who deliberately dis-
tances himself from the Ivies. He says he 
posed nude to pay, not for Harvard, but 
“the school of hard knocks,” also known 
as Tufts University. A Time article from 
2008 on Mitt Romney lists his “CEO 
father,” Harvard education, and wealth 
before comparing him to McCain and 
Huckabee—the “real” people in the race. 
Furthermore, Sarah Palin infamously 
equated small towns exclusively with 
“pro-America” sentiments, while Senate 
candidate Glenn Addison calls for a re-
moval of millionaire “elitist politicians.” 
This smattering of examples implies 
much about political elites—they are 
some combination of people who went 
to Ivy League schools, are rich, descend 
from powerful families, live in rural or 
suburban areas, and most importantly, 
are inauthentic, distant, and bad leaders.

It follows then that effective leaders 

As occupying places with populist 
vigor is now en vogue, the inclusion-ex-
clusion issue framing is commonplace. 
“We are the 99%,” protestors shout, de-
liberately separating themselves from 
the elite top 1% wage earners in the 
country. However, this kind of rhetoric 
isn’t exclusive to the Occupy protests; 
political candidates across the ages have 
capitalized on populist presentation. In 
this vein, a classic charge levied against 
opponents—regardless of party affilia-
tion—is that of elitism. It’s often accom-
panied with a sneer of disdain. After all, 
elitism isn’t part of American identity, 
right? Wrong. 

Though America was founded in 
part to reject the European system of 
inherited aristocracy, people of privi-
lege haven’t disappeared. “Elite” may 
be a heavily charged word that fires up 
a crowd, but its implications are murky 
at best. Who are the “elite,” and what 
identifies them as such? Merriam Web-
ster answers, “a group of people consid-
ered to be the best in a particular soci-
ety or category, especially because of 
their power, talent, or wealth.” Apply it 
presidential candidates—already, they 
have authority to opine and influence. 
It certainly seems desirable for them to 
have talent, and hopefully they are un-
likely to have reached candidacy with no 

POLITICIANS:
THE OTHER 1%
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“Well, it could have been worse,” I 
thought as I scrolled through my matches 
with which the website had paired me. 

“Jon, Barack, and Mitt, eh?” ElectNext’s slogan, 
“like a dating site for voters,” was true to its word. 
Although as a start-up that only functions for na-
tional elections, www.electnext.com hopes to ex-
pand to state and local contests as well. The premise 
is simple: answer a few questions about the issues 
you care most about and the policy solutions you 
want to see implemented, and ElectNext will use its 
algorithm to match you with your perfect candidate.

Up to this point, technology has been expand-
ing the political echo chamber; partisan opinions 
have grown stronger by having this space to rein-
force and intensify themselves. Technology now 
has a chance to increase its impact by opening 
the space available for bias-free decision-making. 
The uninformed, biased, partisan clutter has been 
removed. As a side effect, however, it has “con-
sumerized” the political process, making it avail-
able for simple mass consumption. While this 
would have political theorists shaking with fury, it 
might just be the right match for American voters.

The process of making politics available for 
mass consumption through the internet started 
as early as 1994. Senator Dianne Feinstein (D-
CA) became the first political candidate to have a 
web site. Keep in mind, this was the same year as 
the now-famous “What is the Internet, Anyway?” 
clip with Bryant Gumbel and Katie Couric on 
NBC Today. Even before the general public knew 
what the @ sign stood for, some politicians were 
trying to leverage the Internet for political gain.

While the internet was a clear potential re-
source, even after people had started to learn to use 
it, it still remained largely misused and untapped. 
Though it rivaled newspapers as a main source for 
campaign information in the 2002 election, the In-
ternet was a principal source of campaign news for 
only about one- in-ten online users. According to 
the Pew Internet and American Life Project, televi-
sion still remained the leading source of election 
information for the other 9/10ths of internet users.

However, the internet was used with great suc-
cess during the 2008 presidential race. It was this 
presidential race that really has solidified the ben-
efit the Internet can provide for politically-specific 
ends. A candidate’s savvy in orchestrating Facebook 
pages, Twitter feeds, websites, and texting services 

became a factor in determining the 
Head of State. These social media 
technologies were more conducive to 
dialogue-style communication instead 
of the one-way form of communica-
tion that traditional media functions 
under. By using these technologies, 
voters felt more connected (literally) 
to a candidate and were therefore more 
likely to vote for him. These different 
communication channels served to 
highlight the understanding among 
those on Capitol Hill that the Internet 
was uniquely positioned as a medium 
for two-way communication between 
the political elite and potential vot-
ers. At the height of the race, one in 
three Americans was forwarding po-
litical content through the Internet.

In 2011, almost 78% percent of 
American adults—or 240 million peo-
ple—use the Internet (the other 21% 
are either too old or neo-Luddites). 
Unfortunately, only about 47% of all 
Americans use the Internet to look 
online for news or information about 
politics. Americans spend more time 
on the Internet buying products, con-
suming entertainment media, or just 
surfing to pass the time. Online ex-
citement for politics is synchronized 
with the election cycle, and the pe-
riods between elections show vastly 
lower rates of political information 
sharing, discussion, debating, etc.

While technology has been used 
to break barriers to political involve-
ment, the involvement has also creat-
ed a hyper-polarized space. Available 
political information provided by the 
political parties separates itself from 
this space by providing generalized 
platforms, but this is not indicative of 
the actual opinions of the individuals 
in Congress. As such, voters don’t gain 
much additional knowledge about the 
political actors unless they make the 
active effort to seek out records online. 
The majority of voters do not want to 
spend that much time searching for 
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 “...Until now, technology  
has only addressed the 
symptoms of the system  
and not the issue itself.”

specific candidate platforms unless it a crucial election period.
This uncertainty between the platform and the individu-

al politician allows parties to develop ideologies as weapons 
in the struggle for office (and votes). If a fiscally conserva-
tive voter who is pro-choice doesn’t know that a Democratic 
candidate is pro-life, the voter would vote for the candidate 
assuming he runs on the “typical” Democratic platform. This 
would be against the voter’s interests, especially if she cares 
heavily about abortion issues. Much of the success for a voter 
in choosing a candidate in line with her interests lies in the vot-
er’s motivation to actively search out this information online.

With simultaneous issues of too much information and 
not enough motivation, it is up to the public to rectify this 
conflict. Make engaging in politics and understanding opin-
ions as easy and fun as buying products, consuming video, 
or surfing the web. Decrease the time investment needed 
to make an informed decision. Remove party heuristics 
and political labels in the process. In short, “consumerize.”

Consumer culture has taken over America in nearly ev-
ery other aspect of our daily lives, so it is only natural for it 
to extend into the field of politics. In fact, there are now over 
1000 applications on the Apple iStore relating to politics. 
They appeal to staunch conservatives, main street Repub-
licans, Disaffecteds, Libertarians, Post-Moderns, new coali-
tion Democrats, loony liberals—you name it. If there is a way 
to capitalize (pun intended) on the different political fac-
tions that technology has created, it is by using technology to 
target these “consumers” each by their own needs and wants.

And that is precisely the trend that ElectNext.com is 
spearheading. Even more, ElectNext does a better job than 

all of the apps and 
websites currently 
out there in making 
politics easier to con-
sume by asking the 
user what his or her 
needs are and then 
adjusting results ac-
cordingly. Unlike the 
other online alterna-
tives for finding rel-
evant information, it 
first removes the re-

liance on party or allegiances or the individual’s perceived 
preferences and then returns what fits her objective data.

I was surprised to find Jon Huntsman match me at 60% 
(and then President Obama close behind at 59%) considering 
that I generally self-identify as a liberal. If anything, it made 
me more invested in the process. I couldn’t help wondering 

why Jon Huntsman was a match for me, 
as I did not expect my preferences to be 
as in line with his. I ended up spending 
more time to research him as an individ-
ual and a candidate, and I was surprised 
to find myself changing my perceptions.

Many will argue that the consum-
erization of politics is sacrilege to the 
institution. But with a system that has 
remained stagnant in a country with 
changing rules, customs, and technolo-
gies, the institution is no longer sacred. 
The largest issue is the structure of the 
system itself. And it is not for lack of 
desire to change that the system has re-
mained archaic. It is because there are 
certain incentives embedded in the polit-
ical system that cause individuals in the 
system to act a certain way. The tradition 
of “home style” campaigning towards 
specific constituencies has not died out 
despite the Internet. The internet has, at 
least, made it easier to point out when 
a Jon Huntsman’s plaid button-down 
clearly appeals to “average Joe” constitu-
encies (and similarly when Mitt Rom-
ney’s jokes make him look awkward and 
insensitive towards middle class voters).

Until now, technology has only ad-
dressed the symptoms of the system and 
not the issue itself. Parties used to be 
able to take advantage of the broken sys-
tem to use ideology as a strategy. We’re 
reaching a point, however, where one 
size will not fit all, and the stronghold 
that parties have kept on voter knowl-
edge will be released. This is not to say 
that the entire system will be uprooted 
and changed. But it does mean that when 
voting on an entire ballot, voters won’t 
necessarily check all the boxes down a 
party line. We can be less dependent on 
political parties, explore different can-
didates, and mix and match which can-
didates we like the best. We will hope-
fully be able to enter the booth knowing 
(based on our preferences and the posi-
tions of those running for office) which 
candidates are the best fit for each of us. •
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Given the horrifying stories 
of famine and suffering in the Horn 
of Africa, it seems absurd to propose 
a reduction of in-kind US food aid to 
Africa. Yet this might be the only way to 
end the relentless outbreaks of famine. 
While all efforts should be made to get 
emergency food aid to Africa during 
this famine, the tradition of US food 
aid in Africa is actually part of the 
problem. Giving food to the hungry 
seems like the epitome of charity, but 
under the current system it has stifled 
the growth of agriculture in Africa and 
helped continue the cash crop system 
forced on Africa during Colonialism. 

 Food aid policies have been 
developed around the interest of domestic 
agribusiness, to which the purchase of 
surplus food is vitally important. In a 
process known as “monetization,” the 

U.S. government buys surplus food from 
American agribusiness, ships it overseas 
in American ships, and then donates the 
food to aid groups.  In Food Aid or Food 
Sovereignty?: Ending World Hunger In 
Our Time, Frederic Mousseau explains 
that instead of responding to the needs of 
developing nations, donation levels vary 
with commodity prices and the needs of 
agribusiness’s bottom line. Furthermore, 
it is actually written into the 1985 Farm 
Bill that all US food aid must be grown in 
America and 75% of it must be shipped 
in American ships. Unfortunately, this is 
not a policy that is in the best interest 
of Africa or international development.  

In 2007, the Rockefeller 
Foundation, the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, CARE (one of the world’s 
largest charities) and US Government 

Accountability Office stated that the 
current system of food aid is inefficient 
and hurts African farmers. We are once 
again witnessing these consequences. 
Not only is the current policy 
condemning Africa to cycles of famine, 
but once these famines occur US aid 
cannot ease the suffering since it takes 
an average of 4-6 months for food from 
the US to arrive in Africa, according 
to the Government Accountability 
Office. While giving cash aid so that 
famine stricken countries could buy 
food from their neighbors would be the 
quickest way to avert famine, US policy 
prohibits this. We must figure out how 
to prevent disaster from striking again 
– which means replacing traditional 
food aid to Africa with a development-
centered approach and confronting 
the American agribusinesses that 

have kept this flawed system in place.
 If it weren’t resulting in massive 

famines, it would almost be impressive 
just how selfish a system of in-kind food 
donations the U.S. and other Western 
nations have created. In a complete 
perversion of a free market system, 
the U.S. government gives subsidies 
to agribusinesses for every bushel 
harvested, which consequently causes 
overproduction. The government then 
buys up the surplus goods so that the 
price of food does not decrease and 
hurt the profits of the agribusinesses 
due to the basic principles of supply and 
demand. The government then sends this 
surplus to African countries, flooding 
the market so that African agriculture 
cannot sell. Even though Africa can 
produce enough food to feed its people 

STORY BY MELISSA ROBERTS • ART BY SIYUAN CAO

as it did for centuries before colonialism, 
it is impossible for African farmers to 
compete with food that is free or almost 
free. Because they cannot compete, 
most African farmers have continued to 
grow cash crops instead of food and are 
entirely dependent on imports and U.S. 
food aid. This leaves them vulnerable to 
famines since U.S. food aid is attuned 
to the needs of U.S. businesses rather 
than those of developing nations. 

Not only is this system a gross misuse 
of American taxpayer dollars, but it also 
makes it impossible for African countries 
to create a self-sufficient agricultural 
sector. The policies of the IMF and 
World Bank, controlled by Western 
nations and America in particular, 
entrench the current system. As a 
condition attached to money and debt 
relief developing countries receive from 
these organizations, they are prohibited 
from subsidizing their agriculture and 
pressured to grow cash crops for export 
instead. But if this is such a great strategy, 
why is America doing the exact opposite? 

While it is disheartening to see the 
selfish intentions behind a supposedly 
charitable policy, there is a bright 
side. We do not live in a Malthusian 
world where some people will always 
be condemned to hunger. The waves 
of famine in Africa are in large part a 
political and structural problem that can 
be fixed, rather than a problem of limited 
production ability. In Enough: Why the 
World’s Poorest Starve in an Age of Plenty, 
Wall Street Journal reporters Roger 
Thurow and Scott Kilman explain how 
the Green Revolution helped Mexico and 
India overcome cycles of famine. The 
Green Revolution was the advancement 
in drought-resistant seeds and fertilizer 
technology heavily subsidized by the 
government that drastically increased 
crop yields and simultaneously freed up 
people from working the land, spurring 
development. Since the World Bank 

DOES U.S. FOOD AID CAUSE FAMINE?

THE  ILL -CONCEIVED SYSTEM OF IN-KIND FOOD DONATIONS 

CREATED BY THE US AND OTHER WESTERN NATIONS HAS 

RESULTED IN MASSIVE FAMINES.
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and IMF began forcing any countries 
receiving aid or debt relief to forgo 
subsiding their agriculture in the 
1980s and 1990s, these advancements 
never reached Africa—but they could. 

African farmers must compete in an 
unfair market with free US food aid and 
have been denied subsidies from their 
own governments to aid the adoption 
of improved agricultural technologies. 
Because of this they do not have Green 
Revolution crop technologies, and 
the success of their harvests is subject 
to environmental whims. Given the 
uncertainty of the crop yields, African 
farmers are often unwilling or unable 
to invest in their crops. Although 
foundations such as the Program for 
African Seed Systems can help by offering 
fertilizers and high quality seeds at a 
reduced price, this is not a sustainable 
solution because African farmers are 
still left dependent on Western charity. 

The simplest solution to the 
problem of famines in Africa is to 
change American food aid policies. 
If the US government were to switch 
to a program of cash aid instead of 
in-kind food aid, drought-stricken 
African countries could buy food from 
neighboring countries not experiencing 
famine. Such a policy would invigorate 
African agriculture and actually save the 
US government money. The GAO found 

DOES U.S. FOOD AID CAUSE FAMINE?

that two-thirds of the money spent on 
US food aid pays for administrative costs 
and the logistics of transporting food to 
Africa, which could be saved under a 
system of cash donations. Unfortunately, 
even though a cash donation program 
would cost one-third as much and 
be considerably more effective, it is 
unlikely to happen; the current system 
is accomplishing what it was designed to 
do, which is to support US agribusiness. 
Although we cannot realistically expect 
to create a system of US cash aid, there is 
still hope even within this flawed system. 

Since the donation system 
probably will not be fixed, aid needs 
to become unnecessary. In order to 
do this, investments need to be made 
in agricultural technologies that 
will allow these countries to be self-
sufficient. The World Bank and IMF 
should encourage countries receiving 
debt relief to subsidize their agriculture 
rather than prevent them from doing 
so, since this has been proven to work. 
Malawi provides a textbook example 
of the need for countries with frequent 
waves of famine to invest in agriculture 
through subsidies on fertilizer and crop 
technology.  After a famine in 2005, 
Malawi provided small-scale farmers 
with subsidized high-tech seeds and 
fertilizer over the strident protests of 
the World Bank, EU and US While 

these organizations predicted this 
program would cripple the Malawian 
economy, in 2006and 2007 Malawi had 
record-breaking harvests and exported 
hundreds of thousands of tons of 
corn. Not only were these subsidies a 
success, but in following years farmers 
were also able to pay market price for 
supplies. If the World Bank and IMF 
were to encourage subsidies instead 
of prohibiting them, more countries 
could experience success like Malawi’s. 

Until these necessary institutional 
policies change, there are ways for non-
governmental actors to help counteract 
the harms of the current system. One 
option is to offer micro-insurance 
on crop yields for farmers in return 
for labor.  If farmers can insure their 
crops, they will be able to invest in the 
technology needed to produce enough 
food to meet demand. Unfortunately, 
no insurance company will let farmers 
pay for their policy with labor, which 
is where the Oxfam Horn of Africa 
Risk Transfer for Adaptation program 
enters. In this program, farmers can 
pay for their small insurance policies by 
working on projects in soil management 
and irrigation to improve crop yields. 
They then have the ability to invest in 
their crops and produce higher yields, 
knowing that if their crop fails they can 
cash in their policies and will not starve. 
Programs like this are not charity and 
do not create dependence; all they do is 
allow African farmers to use the same 
mechanisms as Western agribusinesses. 

The hallmark of American 
agriculture is subsidized production 
costs, access to crop insurance, and 
government support for agriculture. 
This is justified by claims that without 
this support the American agricultural 
sector would collapse. If this is what 
a developed Western nations needs 
structurally to make agriculture viable, 
then how much more necessary is it 
in a developing country?  By allowing 
African farmers access to these tools and 
a fair marketplace, the Green Revolution 
can be brought to Africa despite the 
structural and political obstacles 
keeping it in a cycle of famines. • 
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The United States and European 
countries are currently confronted with 
a difficult choice: either accept the rise 
of the rest of the world as synonymous 
with their own decline or recognize 
that the perception of world affairs as 
a zero-sum contest between the West 
and the “rest” is outdated. For several 
decades, we have been witnessing the 
emergence of a global scene, which is 
steadily becoming multipolar. We must 
therefore realize that the West is only 
in decline if we consider the sharing of 
power a failure. In fact, it is the rise of 
the developing world that can make the 
West even more prosperous, provided 
that it takes the necessary steps. 

It is no secret that major economies 
in the developing parts of the world are 
expanding, but the West should view 
this growth as a factor that can aid its 
own resurgence. In the last decades, 
the developed world has witnessed the 
emergence of powerful economies in 
countries such as China, India, Singapore, 
Malaysia, Turkey, and Mexico. Slowly 
but surely, some of these developing 
economies have started dictating the 
rules of global economics, as seen at 
the 2011 G20 summit in Cannes. In 
fact, economic growth for some of these 
countries has been so massive that, in 
several decades, the United States might 
not even be the world’s largest economy. 
For example, economists predict that, in 
twenty years’ time, the Chinese economy 
will have quadrupled in GDP. Similarly, 
if it follows its current economic path, 
India will tie the US as the world’s 
second largest economy by 2040. 

Rather than taking these statistics 
to indicate the West’s potential decline 
in economic power, we should realize 
that every day more people from all 
points of the globe are lifted from 
poverty to join the middle class because 
of extensive global economic growth. 
Developing African countries such as 
Kenya and Nigeria, for instance, are and 
will continue to be of significance. The 
West can profit from their progressive 
transformation by engaging in more 

trade and investment. Similarly, in South 
America, positive political development 
is becoming more prominent, with 
intellectuals such as Tariq Ali calling the 
continent a “reason for hope.” With the 
emergence of new democracies comes 
economic development and increased 
purchasing power. It would be foolish 
for the West not to take advantage of 
the financial awakening of millions. 
Ultimately, the fact that new players are 
entering the field of global economics 
should not frighten the United States 
and Europe. Indeed, the developed 
world could benefit enormously from 
this sudden fiscal burst by expanding 
its economic opportunities and 
thus increasing its wealth. Once the 
economic potential of the emerging 

markets is explored, the question 
then will not be of a possible decline 
but of an inevitable financial growth. 

Before looking into the bright 
future offered by the massive economic 
expansion abroad, the West first must 
focus on coming to terms with its 
internal demons. In many Western 
countries, the economy poses the biggest 
problem. The United States has to find a 
way to pay off its enormous $14.3 trillion 
debt. Similarly, Europe must deal with 

Greece and Ireland’s economic crises, 
while simultaneously attempting to 
avert similar situations in Portugal and 
Italy. The West needs to act rapidly on 
these economic issues. Otherwise, they 
will cause its downfall at a time when 
other parts of the world are experiencing 
enormous financial success. 

Besides economic matters, other 
issues, if left unaddressed, could 
potentially cause the West’s downfall. 
One such problem is the failure of 
multiculturalism in Europe. Social 
unification reflects a key characteristic 
of the future globalized world, which 
will see even more people from distinct 
backgrounds, religions, and nationalities 
living together. Yet in the past year, the 
governments of France, Germany, and 

IS THE DECLINE 

OF THE WEST INEVITABLE?
STORY BY SOPHIA DIMITROVA

It is no secret that major economies in the 
developing parts of the world are expanding, 
but the West should view this growth as 
a factor that can aid its own resurgence. 
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IS THE DECLINE 

OF THE WEST INEVITABLE?

Great Britain, three of Europe’s most 
advanced countries, have released 
statements condemning the unsuccessful 
integration of foreign cultures. In 
relation to this matter, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel said last year 
that, “this [multicultural] approach has 
failed, utterly failed.” Similarly, just 
recently, former British Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown confirmed the same 
reality in Great Britain, condemning 
the established cultural divisions among 
people of different ethnic and religious 
backgrounds in his country. Additionally, 
France was recently the victim of much 
criticism for expelling Roma people 
back to their native countries (primarily 
Romania and Bulgaria), a move that the 
French government justified by stating 
that the Roma did not have valid work 
permits. Many claim, however, that as EU 
citizens, these people have the right to 
travel freely within the Union and accuse 

the French of “xenophobic reactions.” 
If Europe, the founder of Western 
intellect and creator and defender of 
countless progressive ideas throughout 
the centuries, cannot assure that people 
of different skin colors and ideas can 
peacefully coexist, then the continent 
itself will truly bring about its own decline 
in significance and, eventually, power.  

Although economic uncertainty 
and intercultural friction are troubling, 
the West has the ability to solve them. 
There is only one aspect in which the 
developed world is powerless: the 
constant shrinking of the geographic, 
cultural, and ethnic boundaries that 
had been imposed on the world for 
many centuries. Rather than feeling 
threatened by the emergence of the 
“rest,” the West should view this global 
development as the beginning of the 
long-awaited establishment of equality 
among nations, which will benefit all. 

To hastily conclude that such a rise will 
cause the West’s inevitable downfall is 
irrational. In actuality, it will be almost 
impossible for the West not to take 
advantage of the new opportunities 
that the rest of the world offers, as 
they will benefit the developed world’s 
economic and cultural expansion. 

However, the West still must deal 
with the essential matters discussed 
unless it wishes to relegate itself to 
an inferior position in global affairs. 
After all, in order for it to emerge as 
prosperous as everyone else, it must 
suppress the cries of its own ego and 
accept the current reality. Instead of 
trying to keep the spotlight all to itself, 
it must understand that sharing this 
spotlight will not only allow for the 
better future of emerging actors, but also 
make the global show bigger, brighter, 
and more successful than ever. • 
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LEAD, FOLLOW, 
OR KEEP VOTING
STORY BY ANTONIS COTZIAS • ART BY DAVID KO

  

 
Thousands of people live on floating city-nations, having chosen their own government and the rules by which they 
will be governed. “Seasteads” compete with one another for citizens, and the government sector produces radically 
better laws and evolves. Governments on land continue to be forced to adapt to this new reality and adopt policies 
that have been proven to promote justice and to improve efficiency.

2049

our three options:
keep voting

lead

1

2

If one chooses to remain static, hoping that governments will improve only if citizens start voting more effective-
ly, the political reality will remain the same. Politicians will continue to promote their special interest groups, while 
voters will do anything possible to vote themselves money. The net effect will continue to be detrimental to society in 
terms of both justice and efficiency. We will continue to be governed by an unjust, inefficient and static bureaucracy.

One fact is evident in the present situation and should disturb those who still believe in the power of votes: Gov-
ernment, the largest industry worldwide, is not keeping up with other industries. The failure of the political system 
is not only its inability to cater to our demands for both progress and justice, but also the fact that it has remained 
static. The real failure lies in all those missed opportunities, all those advancements that could have enhanced our 
lives. Clogged with stringent laws and norms that do not evolve according to our needs, the government sector has 
not adapted to technological innovations or exploited the new potential that arises.

Those who are dissatisfied with the government and have no faith in it can lead the way to a brighter future. Their 
opportunity lies in the scientific method by which technology and business have expanded and enhanced our lives 
beyond imagination.

Believe it or not, this method is the main difference between Apple and the Congress and the “leaders” and the 
“voters.” The distinctive aspects are experimentation, trial and error, and competitive elimination. These elements 
alter the framework completely by providing incentives.  Apple devotes endless hours and resources to researching 
consumers’ needs, experimenting on potential products that consumers are likely to buy, and focusing on improving 
successful ones and replacing failures. Why haven’t we heard of such a politician in the history of mankind? The time 
has come for those willing to lead to take change and to start using this scientific method as their guide.
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LEAD, FOLLOW, 
OR KEEP VOTING

3 follow

“To lead the people, walk behind them.”—Lao Tzu
  
We do not lack political theorists or social entrepreneurs. Many leaders have great ideas, but there is no land 

on earth that is not claimed by a government, and governments will hardly give up their jurisdiction. Imagine this 
concept like the development of Hong-Kong under the guidance of Milton Friedman. The brilliant economist helped 
shape the rules of the game for this small country, and its massive growth is evidence that legal frameworks are cata-
lytic to a country’s welfare. Or more radically, think of The Seasteading Institute, whose founders “work to enable 
‘seasteads’—floating city-nations—for people to have the opportunity to peacefully test new ideas about how to live 
together.” 

 Find a leader or an organization whose vision inspires you. Then, make that vision your priority. Offer your 
intellectual resources for “research and development.” At the very least we must realize that the “couch-thinking ana-
lysts” of the next elections will never solve the deadlock. Stop dreaming about the effect of your vote; instead, vote 
actively for your dream by offering your passion and determination to a leader whose vision you share. 

For some reason, competitive government seems “counter-intuitive”. The normal objection is that without a cen-
tral authority, chaos will ensue. What if independent micronations start wars or enact immoral laws? Considering the 
cost of war, it probably wouldn’t be in the interest of the consumers of that micronation to start a war.  As far as im-
moral laws are concerned, so long as they do not affect people outside the micronation, why should anyone intervene? 
The citizens themselves chose them. And who, in fact, has the authority to decide which laws are moral?

Hence, the only objection could be that as a society we cannot afford such experiments. We have neither the time 
nor the resources to undergo this process. The truth is that every investment requires some initial risk capital. Are 
we to prohibit free individuals from using their money in such causes and from calculating their own risks simply 
because we are stuck with a model that will never reach the dynamic efficiency of business and technology?

The potential gains from competition in government are so significant that it would be irrational not to give this 
theory a chance. What is truly compelling about this idea is that we cannot even predict the best possible outcome. 
This depends on the effect of human innovation and freedom in producing socially optimal results. 

Nevertheless, we can expect specific breakthroughs. People will finally be able to choose the government they 
want. Forget voting, which is only for those satisfied with the current system. Competitive government is a whole new 
dimension, replacing votes with choices. In such an arrangement, citizens would have the freedom to exit one type of 
government and to enter a new one. The machinery of competition, coupled with the use of scientific method, would 
necessarily improve the government industry to the extent that we are willing to truly change our present political 
reality. 

Furthermore, since the most probable scenario is that the same government does not fit every citizen, there is no 
need for one uniform type of government to prevail. With competitive government, we could have all sorts of political 
theories put into practice, and we, as customers, would pick the one which best fits us. 

status-quo bias: think big!

Their challenge is to apply the scientific method to political science through the theory of competitive govern-
ment. The vision is that leaders-politicians will operate in an environment in which, by representing different gov-
ernments, they will have to compete with each other to gain the citizens’ favor. Inevitably, under conditions of free 
competition and consumer sovereignty, the public sector will progress. And this is possibly the only way to address 
the lack of incentives for politicians to align their interests with those of their customers, the citizens. Just imagine 
competitive government as the mechanism by which the government sector is transformed into a highly competi-
tive business industry. Imagine the “Steve Jobs’” trying to create innovative legal. And imagine the “Bill Gates’” 
fighting back! 

*
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proving them wrong

We can make 2049 a reality. Today’s “leaders” and “followers” have what it takes to overcome those who remain 
trapped in the voting process. Change is inevitable for this type of political organization that has remained stagnant 
and alien to scientific breakthroughs. Social entrepreneurs with radical ideas would invest in creating floating cities, 
with new legal frameworks that foster innovation. Citizens alienated by their own governments on land could buy a 
house on their preferred floating city. Modular technology would allow them to disconnect their houses from puzzle-
like cities and attach them to a new floating city. Politicians and social entrepreneurs have the incentive structure to 
apply the scientific method and to operate just like competitive market firms: by serving the customers. •  

*
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In the wake of Vladimir Putin’s 
announcement that he will once again 
stand for president in Russia’s upcom-
ing spring elections, and with the limit 
on presidential terms extended from 
four years to six, Russians face the 
prospect of another twelve years un-
der the reign of their peerless leader.

While Putin’s enemies bemoan 
his now all but inevitable return to the 
presidency, what should have been the 
triumphal culmination of a master plan 
to retain his hold on the Kremlin could 
in fact prove to be the start of his po-
litical downfall. By dispensing with the 
cover of his protégé, current president 
Dmitri Medvedev, and by exposing him 
as nothing more than a placeholder for 
his own return to supreme power, the 
ex-KGB man now faces full responsi-
bility for Russia’s ills at a time when 
the future does not look promising. 

Already, there is mounting evi-
dence that the country is heading in 
the wrong direction. Extreme depen-
dence on oil revenues has made the 
entire economy highly unstable and 
subject to a continual boom and bust 
cycle. Even more worrisome is the at-
mosphere of corruption and legal in-
consistency that pervades Russian life 
and scares away desperately needed for-
eign investment. These underlying flaws 
have compounded the effects of the 
current global financial crisis on Rus-
sia, as panicked investors have sought 
to dump holdings of Russian assets.  

The general stagnation of the past 
few years has already caused Putin’s ap-
proval rating to dip drastically among the 
Russian public, now standing at 68 per-
cent. Though sky-high by Western stan-
dards, the number is down significantly 
from highs in the mid-eighties two years 
ago. Putin is no doubt eyeing this down-
turn warily, well aware that Russia has 
a long history of authoritarian rulers – 
many of whom experienced surprisingly 
rapid falls from grace. Both Mikhail Gor-
bachev and Boris Yeltsin went from be-
ing extremely popular to objects of gen-
eral disgust quite rapidly. Without real 
progress, the propaganda machine can 

only run for so long before losing steam. 
Ironically, Putin’s initial appeal 

during his rise to power was his im-
age as a sober strongman who would 
cut down on the rampant private-sec-
tor lawlessness that characterized the 
Yeltsin years. Yet the return of ruth-
less state power – though perhaps less 
messy than the laissez-faire free-for-all 
of the nineties – has actually increased 
instability and fear, especially of late. 

The sudden announcement of Pu-
tin’s return only added to the feelings 
of desperation and even outrage among 
major power circles. Aleksei Kudrin, 
the reformist Finance Minister popular 
among liberals and in the West for his 
sober fiscal realism, declared in the wake 
of Putin’s announcement that he would 
not serve in the new government. His 
departure sends an alarming signal that 
the present situation will only get worse. 

Such pessimism has already be-
gun to take root among opposition 
elements, who view Putin’s return to 
the presidency as a blow against long-
awaited change and progress. Russian 
liberals, including a new generation of 
online activists, have had their last na-
ïve hopes for change shattered and ap-
pear ready to speak out louder than 
ever before. Even more problematic for 
Putin, the realists and the moneymen 
appear to have grown tired of his char-
acteristic tactics of nationalist rhetoric 
and populist economics, which have not 
yielded consistent prosperity or growth. 

As long as Putin stayed behind the 
scenes in the prime minister’s chair, he 
could point to the clean-cut young fig-
ure of Medvedev and pretend that all was 
well with Russian democracy and devel-
opment. The bright-eyed former lawyer 
largely played his part well, especially in 
the beginning, pushing modernization 
and anti-corruption programs while 
speaking earnestly about the need for 
Russia to transform itself. At times Med-
vedev even seemed to openly oppose his 
mentor. He publically rebuked Putin for 
his harsh criticism of Western interven-
tion in Libya and even dropped hints 
about pardoning Putin’s bête noir, the 
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THE ONCE AND FUTURE KING: PUTIN’S GAMBLE

jailed oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky. 
But all verbal posturing aside, Medvedev 
has not significantly challenged Putin on 
any actual policy or program. Although 
forced to accept NATO involvement in 
Libya, Russia is now blocking U.N.  in-
tervention in Syria, Khodorkovsky re-
mains jailed, and Medvedev’s promised 
diplomatic “reset” in diplomacy with 
the West has been illusory.  The fact 
that Medvedev himself was the one to 
publically announce Putin’s nomina-
tion for the presidency humiliatingly 
underscored his subservient position. 

Putin could have chosen to con-
tinue exercising control from backstage, 
with Medvedev or another disciple as 
front man. Instead, returning now to 
the prime role at a time of burgeoning 
discontent, he will attempt to rely fur-
ther on the political ruthlessness and 
personal prestige that have served to 
make him a cult figure and one of the 
most powerful men in the world over the 
last decade. But with Russia’s fortunes 
on the decline, and at a time when pa-
tience with dictatorial strongmen world-
wide has worn thin, one has to wonder 
– can he last another decade more? • 
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PPR SITS DOWN WITH

Some have called the 9/11 at-
tacks an “act of war.” What do 
you believe defines the bound-
ary between acts of terrorism 
and acts of war and which do 
you think 9/11 was? 

That’s a very interesting question. 
Terrorism is a weapon often. It 
is often a weapon of war, often 
a weapon of political actors, and 
often the weapon of the weaker 
party of a conflict trying to level 
things with the strong. For all in-
tents and purposes 9/11 was all 

of that. It clearly was an attack on 
the United States, and I say that 
because bin Laden thinks he at-
tacked the United States. 

I’ve always had doubts about call-
ing what we’ve been through in 
the last few years the War on Ter-
rorism. It’s like fighting World 
War II and having a War on Tanks. 
In that case tanks were a weapon 
of war, and in this case terrorism 
has been a weapon of war. Now 
bin Laden did not have a state, so 
it’s very difficult to declare war 

against an enemy you can’t al-
ways find. On the other hand, if 
Afghanistan had fallen to Al Qa-
eda, or had the Taliban remained 
in power at that point, he might 
have had a state and it might have 
been a much more conventional 
kind of war.

How did they know what would 
work and what would not work?

Because they tried. This had been 
better dress rehearsed than any 
Shakespeare play. They knew 

WHAT WAS THE BIGGEST SURPRISE THAT YOU FOUND WHILE WORKING ON THE 
9/11 COMMISSION?

I THINK THE BIGGEST SURPRISE WAS HOW A GROUP OF ANGRY YOUNG MEN 
WERE ABLE TO GET AROUND ALL THE US SECURITY MEASURES WITH RELATIVELY 
LITTLE TECHNOLOGY AND $250,000. LET’S BE GENEROUS; IT COULDN’T HAVE 
BEEN MORE THAN $500,000. ONE, HOW THEY WERE ABLE TO GET AROUND 
EVERY DEFENSE CAPABILITY THAT THE UNITED STATES HAS PUT IN PLACE SINCE 
WORLD WAR II, EVERY ASPECT OF PRESIDENT EISENHOWER’S MILITARY INDUS-
TRIAL COMPLEX.  THEY GOT AROUND THE PENTAGON, THEY GOT AROUND THE 
CIA, THEY GOT AROUND THE FBI, THEY GOT AROUND THE AIR TRAFFIC SYSTEM 
AND THE SECURITY AT THE AIRPORTS. THEY HAD SUCH PRECISION. THEY KNEW 
THAT TWO AND A HALF INCH BOX CUTTERS WOULD GET THROUGH THE DETEC-
TORS BUT A FOUR INCH WOULD NOT. 

ALVIN FELZENBERG
PRINCIPAL SPOKESMAN FOR THE 9/11 COMMISSION
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where to sit in the cabin to have 
better access to the cockpit. They 
knew what kind of things would 
set off the metal detector, because 
some of them had been stopped 
earlier. They learned how the air 
traffic control system works. They 
were like a moth to a flame. They 
were persistent. It was a mistake 
to underestimated not just Al 
Qaeda, but there have also been 
a number of foiled attempts that 
were also underestimated.

You wrote a book titled The Lead-
ers We Deserved (and a Few We 
Didn’t): Rethinking the Presiden-
tial Rating Game.  What are your 
impressions regarding President 
Obama’s leadership?  Based on 
his current performance, how 
would he fare in your innovative 
rating system?

In my book, I have six categories 
that I use to grade each president. 
Students like it because they get 
grades and then they get a GPA 
at the end. My six categories are 
character (what kind of a person 
are we dealing with here), vision 

(why do they want the job, and 
what do they want to do with the 
office), and competence (how 
well they succeed at it). I then run 
these three components through 
how they handle the economy 
and how they handle national 
security, and how they handle 
what I call the American Mission, 
which is preserving and extend-
ing liberty.

Looking at Mr. Obama, on char-
acter I think he comes out pretty 
strong. He is an exceptional role 
model for young people, given 
where he came from and how his 
life began. It’s the quintessential 
“American Story.” He had as much 
right to be president as a presi-
dent’s son. He’s a good husband 
and a good father. Some others 
were not as good, and it came out 
in their policies. 

Vision: History will tell us wheth-
er he had the right vision. I sus-
pect he didn’t. His first course of 
address to any problem is a gov-
ernment program, rather than the 
last form of address. He believes 

that it is the government’s respon-
sibility to “create jobs” instead of 
creating the conditions for the 
private sector to create jobs.  

What advice do you have for 
Penn students? You’ve taught 
here a while now; is there any-
thing that stands out to you?

Penn is a very dynamic place, 
but it is hard to appreciate it 
while you are a student here. I’ve 
been to enough colleges to know. 
There is a lot of energy here, in 
the students and faculty. Get as 
much as you can from it. Make 
as many friendships as you can, 
and make sure they are enduring 
friendships. Be open to things. If 
you never thought much about 
science take a science course; if 
you never thought much about 
Japanese film take a Japanese film 
course. You can never have this 
kind of a chance again. Your par-
ents and your faculty and the so-
ciety around you have given you 
the chance to spend four years in 
one of the most interesting places 
in the world. •

NOW THAT A DECADE HAS PASSED SINCE THE SEPTEMBER 11TH ATTACKS, TO WHAT 
EXTENT DO YOU BELIEVE THAT THE US GOVERNMENT HAS FOLLOWED THE RECOM-
MENDATIONS OF THE 9/11 COMMISSION REPORT? ARE WE SAFER THAN WE WERE 
ON SEPTEMBER 10TH, 2001?

WE’RE A LOT SAFER THAN WE WERE, BUT WE’RE HARDLY SAFE. WE’VE MADE 
OURSELVES A MUCH HARDER TARGET. WE DID MAKE SOME CHANGES IN OUR 
INTELLIGENCE SYSTEM AND IN OUR MILITARY AND IN OTHER THINGS. ON THE 
OTHER HAND, HISTORY DOESN’T STOP. IN 2001, THEY DIDN’T HAVE FACEBOOK. 
WELL, THEY DO NOW. GANGS HAVE DISCOVERED FACEBOOK, ORGANIZED CRIME 
HAS DISCOVERED FACEBOOK. YOU CAN DO GREAT THINGS ON A COMPUTER, 
BUT YOU CAN ALSO DO VERY DESTRUCTIVE THINGS. 

THE SECOND CHANGE IS THAT ALL OF THESE 19 ANGRY PEOPLE, THEY WERE FOR-
EIGN NATIONALS. IN SOME CASES THEY WERE TRAVELING UNDER FALSE IDENTI-
TIES WITH FORGED PASSPORTS. NOW WE HAVE A NEW ENEMY, MANY OF THEM 
NATIVE BORN, RADICALIZED, EMIGRATE TO BE TRAINED ELSEWHERE AND ASSERT 
THEIR RIGHTS. LIVING IN A FREE SOCIETY, IT’S MUCH HARDER TO TRACK DOWN 
INDIGENOUS CELLS OF AMERICANS WHO WANT TO DESTROY THEIR FELLOW 
AMERICANS.
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PPR: What specifically made you come here? Was there one 
key trigger?

Chris: I came here to educate people. Spread the words of 
Milton Friedman. 

PPR: Milton Friedman?

Robert: Yeah. We’re here to spread the words of liberty. Ron 
Paul, anti-war, anti-spend, pro-liberty, pro-individualism, anti-
statism.

PPR: I’ve heard that OWS was more socialist though. Is that 
true?

Robert: Oh, no. Not at all. This is everyone. It is a worldwide 
movement. It’s an ideas movement. 

PPR: So would you be for lower taxation?

Robert: No, it’s not really a tax problem. It’s a money control 
problem. The people who control the money have no one above 
them. No one’s regulating them. Greenspan said that no one 
can overturn the actions of the Federal Reserve. Inflation is 
the problem. It robs people of their money. If you own your 
own life and property and labor, and money is the medium of 
exchange, then inflation is robbery. It’s called robbery when an 
individual or a corporation steals or extorts, but it’s legal for 
the government to do the same thing through taxation and 
inflation.

PPR: Why don’t you just buy gold?

Chris: I do. I have gold and silver bullion in a safe in my house. 
We don’t trust the dollar. It’s just a piece of paper.

#OCCUPYWALLSTREET
Real people speaking their 
mind to PPR straight from 
the streets of the Occupy 
Wall Street Movement. 
These are the 99%.

PPR: What brings you here?

Captain America: I come here after work. They want change, 
and I want change. The Wall Street fat cats are greedy. I came 
here to avenge the greediness in this country, for truth, justice, 
and especially for the homeless, the middle class, and the poor.

PPR: What do you mean by greed? Is it just the illegal greed 
like corruption and bribery, or the legal kind where people 
make a lot of money by making things that people want, like 
Steve Jobs at Apple?

Captain America: Well actually that’s different. Steve Jobs 
makes a lot of money and I respect him a lot. He’s an icon with 
the Apple products. But mostly, I’m for the working people. 

PPR: Why are you dressed as Captain America?

Captain America: I’m an icon around here. Superman and 
Batman are here too. I wore the same outfit to Comic Con. I’ll 
also be marching in the Village Halloween Parade.

1
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PPR: What brings you here? Why are you 
sacrificing your free time to join the protests?

Tyler: I heard about it on the news, and when I got 
down here I saw a bunch of people that were feeling 
the same frustrations that I was feeling. They were 
having discussions about how we fix America, and 
it was emancipating in a way to have that free public 
space to have discussions about how we were going 
to make America great again.

PPR: How united is everyone here?

Tyler: I’d say they’re all united around the same 
ideas. The idea of equal access to education, equal 
access to government, that no one has more power 
than anyone else. Everyone should have a job, and 
be able to send their kids to college.

PPR: So do you think that the government should 
give every unemployed person a guaranteed job?

Tyler: When you get down to the policy level, there 
are a lot of divisions. But the general feelings about 
what should be done are universal.

PPR: Why are you protesting now? Why not six 
months ago, or five years ago? 

Tyler: It took a while for people to get so fed up that 
they were willing to take to the streets. I think that 
the Arab Spring inspired people to join together. 
It was a beacon of hope that showed us we could 
actually do something about what was going on.  •

PPR: What brought you here?

Derrick: I’ve been here a week. I’m here to conquer corruption in the government. 
You have lobbyists buying congressional votes so that every single law that gets 
passed is representing the needs and wants of the corporations before the needs 
and wants of the constituency. That’s taxation without representation.

PPR: So should we outlaw lobbyists?

Derrick: Yes, outlaw lobbyists and end Citizens United. It is money laundering, 
it is organized crime on a mass scale.

PPR: Has it gotten worse recently? Why now?

Mike: If you look at income inequality and representation of the people’s 
opinions in Congress within the thirty years, it’s gotten ridiculous. The ultra-rich 
has gotten smaller and smaller, and unemployment has gotten higher and higher.

PPR: How would you reform the financial system?

Mike: I would end Citizens United. Outlaw lobbying in Washington. 

PPR: But what about the financial system in particular? You are on Wall 
Street.

Mike: People are discontented with their life in general. We are in a state of 
suspended animation. People are not able to grow and develop economically and 
financially.

PPR: There have always been people that are homeless; there have always been 
people who are upset. Why now?

Derrick: This is a central movement. We are representing the things that matter. 
Personal identity, free activity, and the dynamic human spirit that refuses to 
submit. We are here to have our voices heard.

PPR: Did you feel that you didn’t have a voice before?

Derrick: Absolutely. The things are happening in our country by the people 
who we voted for. They aren’t representing my ideas. When was the last time my 
Congressman asked me, “What do you think? What does my constituency think, 
and I’ll vote based on that?” Capitalism works as an economic system, but we 
have capitalism as a governmental system. When your dreams become marginal, 
there’s the problem.
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