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A service-based economy cannot 
thrive without a population able to 
produce the ideas and knowledge to 
send out to the world.

High unemployment, extensive debt, 
and a large trade deficit have culminated 
in an ominous social malaise. The coun-
try seems to be in shambles, with leaders 
scrambling to come up with solutions. The 
people have literally occupied the streets, 
demanding radical change from their gov-
ernment. It’s obvious this description ap-
plies to contemporary America, but it also 
applies just as well to the 1780’s (the “oc-
cupiers” back then stayed away from Wall 
Street for fear of falling into the Hudson). 
That decade in our nation’s history was rife 
with economic problems exacerbated by the 
turbulent times of a transitory government. 

At the most basic level, the people of 
the 18th century saw economics quite dif-
ferently than we do today. During the 18th 
century, the science of economics innately 
included morality, in the same way modern 
biology innately includes genetics. A per-
son’s moral health was directly connected 
to his economic health. David Hume—a 
philosopher who strongly influenced both 
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson—
believed that industry and humanity were 
inexorably linked in every person, argu-
ing that the government must promote 
popular virtue to foster a strong economy. 

This virtue was defined through a utilitar-
ian concept philosopher Bernard Man-
deville espoused, that anything that con-
tributes to the long-run welfare of society 
is virtuous. Thus, contemporary thought 
held that giving people the resources 
to create long-term social utility would 
be the way to solve an economic crisis.

In the decade following America’s first 
economic crisis in the 1780s, the Found-
ing Fathers looked toward finding meth-
ods for people to contribute to the long-
run welfare of society—to be virtuous, in 

other words—and create a strong economy. 
Early America had an agriculturally based 
economy. To empower the people to pro-
duce goods, the government devised ways 
to give them land on which to grow crops. 
Through land purchases with native tribes, 
favorable legislation, and access to credit, 

the government afforded the people plenty 
of opportunity to get land and start produc-
ing goods for export. Additionally, the gov-
ernment pursued treaties to gain access to 
main waterways and foreign markets, facil-
itating such trade. The Louisiana Purchase, 
Jay’s Treaty, and the War of 1812 all helped 
develop America’s agricultural economy. 
Giving people this opportunity, among oth-
er measures, pulled the United States out of 
its economic distress. This experience leads 
to the question gnawing at our nation to-
day: how do we fix our current problems?

While not a panacea, these founding 
ideas about providing the resources Ameri-
cans need to develop new goods and mar-
kets provide a basis for action. Agriculture, 
which currently accounts for around 1% of 
GDP, should not be the focus. Neither should 
that focus be on manufacturing. In 1955 

America’s top five employers were GM, U.S. 
Steel, General Electric, Chrysler, and Stan-
dard Oil of New Jersey. All of these compa-
nies were industrial, producing either raw 
materials or products for direct consump-
tion. On the other hand, today’s top five 
employers are Walmart, IBM, UPS, Target, 
and Kroger. These are all service companies 
that produce intangible value for society. 
The profits these companies earn come 
from the ideas and knowledge they make.

Look at a flagship American com-
pany like Apple. A garage-based startup, 
Apple prides itself on its innovation, cre-
ativity, and ability to bring new ideas to 
market. Every product it develops, how-
ever, is manufactured in China. Amer-
ica is nowhere near as manufacturing-
centered as it once was. We should not 
be looking for solutions to our problems 
in revitalizing domestic manufacturing. 

Our chief export is no longer food-
stuffs or materials but ideas and knowledge 
for the rest of the word. Our economy has 
been undergoing a revolution on par with 
the industrial revolution of the 19th and 
20th centuries. This revolution is toward 
a service-based economy that specializes 
in knowledge. To empower the American 

people to produce something of value for 
the world, the government needs to give 
them the opportunity to revitalize both 
themselves and the American economy. 

The tool set for success in today’s 
knowledge-based economy does not con-
sist of land and some seeds but the ability 
to produce ideas. The key to empowering 
people to produce something great is offer-
ing them a better education. The current 
public education system was created in the 
early 20th century for the sole purpose of 
producing industrial workers. Math and 
languages were given preference over other 
subjects. This educational system discour-
ages being wrong. Its top students are those 
who can memorize and produce identical 
results time in and time out. This system led 
us to become the greatest industrial nation 
at the time, but its legacy causes major prob-
lems for us today. Producing knowledge 
and ideas is all about innovation and cre-
ativity. It seems peculiar, then, that across 
America the subjects most dedicated to 
creativity, such as art and music, are always 
given the backseat. We need to train peo-
ple for our current economic revolution. 
An educational system developed in the 
1900s to produce efficient factory workers 

will not be the best one to produce inven-
tors and thinkers for our current economy. 

Just as the Founding Fathers wanted 
to offer greater access to land and mar-
kets, America needs to create more access 
to education, the basis of knowledge. To 
borrow from a Ben Franklin aphorism, 
“Genius without education is like silver 
in the mine.” We need to get more people 
into more educational programs. Whether 
that education comes through traditional 
colleges, community colleges, training 
programs, or even the free open-course 
systems universities are currently devel-
oping is not really important. A service-
based economy cannot thrive without 
a population able to produce the ideas 
and knowledge to send out to the world. 

The Founding Fathers had a strong 
grasp on what was necessary to have a 
functioning society. Times may have 
changed, but their fundamental prescrip-
tion for curing America’s economics woes 
is as true in 2012 as it was in the 1780s. 
People need opportunities to better them-
selves. If we make it a national prior-
ity, we can provide those opportunities.  

STORY BY BEN BIRANSILvER IN ThE MINE
how the founding fathers Might Solve the Economic Crisis...

editor’s note: regular readers will recognize that a version of this article ran in our 

winter edition. a mistake in communications caused us to run the incorrect draft. 

Below is the correct, final version. PPR would like to apologize to the author and 

our readers for the mistake. We hope you enjoy this complete article.
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STORY BY MATT RUBLIN
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On an April day in 2009, President Barack Obama and Vice 
President Joe Biden made a historic announcement. As part of 
the economic stimulus plan, the Administration would spend 
$8 billion to start the development of high-speed rail in ten ma-
jor corridors. In 25 years, the new railways would link 80% of 
Americans. Traveling at speeds of 186 mph and higher, citizens 
would have a more attractive alternative to cars and planes. “Bul-
let trains,” they believed, were coming to America, creating mil-
lions of construction jobs, reducing congestion, and cutting 
carbon emissions. Yet, almost three years later, our country has 
seen no construction of new tracks or stations for high-speed 
rail. (While Amtrak’s Acela Express is considered a “high-speed” 
train, it is not considered a “true” high-speed train because it has 
an average speed of 80 mph.) In analyzing the stunted growth of 
high-speed rail, we can see how Republicans’ stubbornness and 
shortsightedness have impeded development of the most influ-
ential public works project since the Interstate Highway System.

 Over the past several decades, our nation has watched 
its infrastructure gradually crumble due to a legacy of neglect. 
While the United States is one of the wealthiest nations in the 
world, it devotes only a small fraction, proportionately, of what 
countries like Japan and France put towards their infrastructure 
maintenance. As both politicians and the public have largely 
taken functional infrastructure for granted, no pressure has been 
placed on government to allocate the billions of dollars that are 
needed to maintain it.  As a result federal, state and local gov-
ernments have not funded infrastructure projects, leaving criti-
cal needs unaddressed. Just four and a half years after the 1-35W 
bridge collapse in Minnesota that killed 13 people, about 25% of 
the nation’s bridges are still “structurally deficient” and “function-
ally obsolete.” Poor road conditions cost U.S. motorists $67 bil-
lion a year in repairs and operating costs and also contributed to 
about 1/3 of traffic fatalities in 2009. With more and more driv-
ers getting on the road, the American infrastructure system will 
continue to suffer under duress without authoritative action.  

Congressional Republicans have put up stiff resistance to 

President Obama’s numerous proposals to help repair and rebuild 
the nation’s infrastructure. Most recently, Obama’s 2011 American 
Jobs Act, which would have invested $50 billion in America’s infra-
structure, was derided as a “re-election plan” by Senate Minority 
Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY). “We’ve been there, done that,” 
said House Majority Leader Eric Cantor in response to the call for 
infrastructure funds. As a result of the block, the 2011 and 2012 
federal budgets contained no new funding for high-speed rail.  

Republicans at the state level have also refused to allocate 
funding towards infrastructure development. Last year, Florida 
Gov. Rick Scott, Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker and Ohio Gov. 
John Kasich rejected billions of dollars from the White House for 
high-speed rail routes within their states, believing that their states 
would be stuck with high costs. Whether it is partisan politics or 
fears of high spending in a recession, Republicans have turned 
away from working to solve the nation’s infrastructure crisis.  

While the governors and Cantor share a legitimate concern 
about costs, they ought to examine the higher costs of inaction 
on high-speed rail. To accommodate exceedingly higher popu-
lations and to avoid worsening already-bad congestion, states 
will eventually be forced to construct more roads. While they 
may be new and safe, they will come at a higher price.  For ex-
ample, while California’s high-speed rail network would cost 
$98.5 billion, it has been calculated that it would cost $170 bil-
lion to build and maintain all the highways, airport gates, and 
runways that would otherwise be built to accommodate Califor-
nia’s growing population. While Republicans obstruct the devel-
opment of high-speed rail to “protect” the American taxpayer, 
their actions will actually bring taxpayers higher costs to pay.

Beyond higher taxes, Republicans will bring further stagna-
tion to the American economy. Large investments in infrastruc-
ture spending would bring millions of jobs to the construction 
and manufacturing industries, which have been devastated by 
the recession. In their analysis of the 2009 American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act, economists James Feyrer and Bruce Sac-
erdote of the National Bureau of Economic Research found that 

more than 3 million jobs were created or saved by the $20 bil-
lion spent on transportation. Indeed, infrastructure spending 
not only creates jobs but also increases economic productiv-
ity. Currently, $128.2 billion is lost every year due to auto grid-
lock and air traffic delays. With well-maintained infrastructure 
and developed high-speed rail, workers will move more quick-
ly and companies will transport their goods more efficiently. 
European Investment Bank economists Ward Romp and Ja-
kob de Haan wrote in 2005 that “there is now more consensus 
than in the past that public capital furthers economic growth.”   

  Yet by putting off high-speed rail, the United States will 
continue to lag behind its global competitors. Japan started its 
high-speed rail initiative 47 years ago. Since then, at least four-
teen nations, including China, France, Spain, the spendthrift 
United Kingdom, and even oil-rich Saudi Arabia have spent bil-
lions of dollars on constructing extensive rail networks that have 
revolutionized how their citizens conduct business. In China, 
according to a June 2011 New York Times article, businesses 
are swarming to the 200 inland cities that are now connected 
by high-speed rail. These cities have also seen dramatic rises in 
real estate prices and investment. China has also connected two 
of its major financial hubs- Beijing and Shanghai- on a rail-

way with 180 daily trains traveling at least 190 mph. A trip that 
would take 18 hours on Amtrak takes a little less than five hours.   

The United States can no longer stand idly on the sideline, 
too afraid to make sufficient investments in infrastructure while 
in a recession. As Ray LaHood, the Secretary of Transporta-
tion, has frequently noted, the Trans-Continental Railroad, the 
Golden Gate Bridge and the Interstate Highway System were 
constructed during the Civil War, the Great Depression, and de-
cades of “stagflation,” respectively. Steering billions of dollars to-
wards high-speed rail and the nation’s infrastructure will revive 
the American economy, with more opportunities for both the 
American worker and the American businessman. While Obama 
recently advocated spending $476 billion on transportation 
through 2018, his proposal will not be enacted under congres-
sional Republicans’ watch. Thus, the 2012 congressional election 
may be one of the most important ever for the future of Ameri-
can infrastructure. Democratic majorities in the House and Senate 
would be far more amenable to Obama’s infrastructure propos-
als, reversing a generation of ignorance and inaction. Conversely, 
a continuation of Congressional myopia and obstructionism-
-not to mention a potential change to the executive branch--will 
simply put America’s infrastructure, and possibly the nation’s 
long-term economic status, on a high-speed train to nowhere.  

hIgh-SPEED
gRIDLOCK

the US cUrrently operateS 226 mileS of high-Speed rail.

thiS amoUntS to 2.7 percent of the total mileage in USe by the 
US, UK, Spain, france, rUSSia, SaUdi arabia, Japan, and china. 

When theSe nationS complete conStrUction of the railroad mileage they 
have planned and initiated, the US Will Still have only 4.1 percent. 

data taKen from the international Union of railWayS
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tion have been futile. Online television and 
newspapers, web advertisements, and digi-
tal distribution of media are here to stay. 

With an eerie resemblance to the Patri-
ot Act and past government bills that claim 
simple goals, the provisions of SOPA give 
government far more power than is overtly 
evident. A primary reason that SOPA is so 
detrimental to the Internet is because it al-
lows the government far too much power to 
determine which websites can exist. When 
websites like WikiLeaks that place checks 
on government can be shut down at will, 
individual freedom is threatened. This has 
free speech ramifications and, although 
the bill claims to deal with foreign sites, 
domestic websites are subject to the same 
censorship. It does not make sense for one 
body to determine what is said online, and 
the provisions of the bill are broad enough 
that the situation could evolve into just that.

The issue of piracy is not a lack of 
regulation. It is distribution-based. Me-
dia need to be distributed online without 
Digital Rights Management protection 
to allow consumers to use what they buy 
however they want. Currently, DVDs are 
sold only on a disc and cannot be copied 
for any reason or saved on a computer. The 

ThREAT TO 
  INTERNET        
     fREEDOM

STORY BY SAM ESTERMAN • ART BY DAVID KO

Tyranny arises from the consolida-
tion of power through brainwashing, 
unwavering destruction of enemies, and 
uniform, unceasing control. A more ex-
pansive, controlling government moves 
toward this outcome. We have struggled 
throughout history not because of a short-
age of services, of jobs, and of innovation, 
but because of tyranny. Freedom, inher-
ent to America’s existence, is slipping 
away from us, denied because of oppres-
sive regimes’ drive to maintain power and 
feed influence. The history of the world 
is man against the state and all that the 
state protects: elites, big business, and its 
friends. This must always be remembered.

SOPA, or the Stop Online Piracy Act, 
is the perfect example of an attempt to 
bring down an industry that has threat-
ened the power of established business and 
regulatory government. The Hollywood 
elites, the media conglomerates, and the 
government are scared. It took the radio 
38 years to reach an audience of 50 mil-
lion people. It took television 13 years to 
do the same. The Internet did it in four. 
The stakeholders in media of the past are 
panicking. The preferred medium has 
changed, and efforts to resist the transi-

people have chosen how they want to ob-
tain their media, which is with ease of ac-
cess and use. If companies were to provide 
this, people would without question pay. 

SOPA intends to fix piracy by burden-
ing Internet service providers with the task 
of blacklisting websites that contain any 
amount of pirated content. The proposed 
legislation essentially makes it impossible 
for websites with a large amount of user-
generated content like YouTube and Face-
book to manage everything on their site. 
A simple accusation of copyright infringe-
ment would give government the power to 
shut down the website and its revenue en-
tirely without a court trial ever taking place. 

SOPA also manages to undermine 
cybersecurity. The bill requires domain-
name system blocking of websites that 
have pirate content. However, hack-
ers could utilize Domain Name Sys-
tem blocking to redirect from legitimate 
websites and commit Internet crimes 
like fraud and spam through fake ones. 

SOPA takes copyright infringement 
to such an extreme that YouTube users 
that sing other artists’ songs are consid-
ered to be breaking the law, jeopardiz-
ing the entire website, and subjecting 

SOPA takes copyright infringement to such an extreme that 
YouTube users that sing other artists’ songs are considered 
to be breaking the law, jeopardizing the entire website, and 
subjecting themselves to a felony charge with a five year sentence. 

themselves to a felony charge with a five 
year sentence. Small copyright infringe-
ments like these and the use of digital 
pictures without purchase or permis-
sion would have absurd consequences. 

SOPA would bring the U.S. govern-
ment’s power over the Internet to an au-
thoritarian level. Nearly every media con-
glomerate that does not have its base on 
the Internet supports SOPA, like NBC, 
CBS, News Corporation, Time Warner, 
and Viacom. This is further evidence 
that it is a co-optation of the government 
by the established media to impede the 
progress of new Internet-based media. 

For these reasons, the Internet com-

munity protested. On January 18, 2012, 
a war was waged against the bill, with 
websites such as Wikipedia and Google 
participating in a blackout that warned 
American citizens of the dangers of SOPA. 
Silicon Valley outlined its threats to free-
dom and innovation in an industry that has 

been characterized by remarkable growth. 
The people woke up. 400,000 calls 

were made to Congress and 10 million 
Internet users signed petitions. Wiki-
pedia’s blackout stated simply “Imag-
ine a World without Free Knowledge.” 

The world understood that SOPA was 
bad and now needs to be aware of other 
bills with the same provisions and goals. 
SOPA is not the last attack. We must stop 
the Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement 
that forces Internet actors to monitor and 
censor users and communications glob-
ally. We must stop the Protecting Children 
from Online Pornographers Act that al-
lows police to search the Internet history 

of anyone without probable cause. We must 
stop Ireland’s European Communities 
(Copyright and Related Rights) Regula-
tions 2011 that similarly gives the power 
to Internet service providers of blocking 
any website accused of copyright infringe-
ment that may have even come from a 

user comment. We must stop Canada’s 
Bill C-11 that requires companies to shut 
down  Internet service without evidence 
if accused of an Internet-related crime. 
And we must stop any other bill that has 
the same regulatory, censorship, extreme, 
broad, or vague provisions of SOPA that 
could expand government and threaten not 
only a free Internet, but also a free society.

The Internet will continue to be under 
siege. Hollywood executives spent more 
than 91 million dollars in 2011 alone to 
lobby for the approval of the bill. Regula-
tion and censorship will appear under the 
guise of different names around the world 
and in the U.S. To protect one of the last 

safe havens of freedom, America must be 
aware and fight the challenges that arise 
from a government system entrenched with 
big business and federal control. The costs 
that include the destruction of our liberty 
and the Internet as we know it are too great.  
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In October 2008, the illegal immi-
grant population stood at an estimated 
11.9 million people, according to the Pew 
Hispanic Center. In fact, illegal immi-
grants today constitute almost one-third 
of the entire immigrant population in the 
United States. Meanwhile, the issue of il-
legal immigration comprised only 1.4% of 
our entire news media in 2010 according 
to the Brookings Institution. That means 
that out of a total of 52,634 news stories, 
which crossed through the airwaves and 
television screens of this country, only ap-
proximately 737 of them directly addressed 
the issue of immigration. Thus, the lack of 
urgency with which this issue has been ap-
proached by a majority of both American 
citizens and public representatives gives 
credence to the idea that as a society we 
have misunderstood what is truly at stake 
for our country. If our national legal insti-
tutions should fall short of addressing the 
issue of immigration in the United States, 
rest assured that an infringement upon civil 
rights, particularly among Southern states 
where immigration policy is most pressing 
becomes inevitable. This is presumptive, 
not due to the incompetency of any spe-
cific state government, but because of the 
traditionally and historically bigoted nature 
with which civil rights have been handled 
by Southern states. The federal government, 
therefore, must act as the primary enforcer 
of civil rights within the United States.

Crime on the borders exists as one 
aspect of the problem. The Department of 
Justice’s latest National Drug Threat As-

sessment reported that assaults against 
U.S. Border Patrol agents increased 46% 
to 1,097 incidents in the fiscal year of 
2008. The reports stated the assaults were 
mostly related to immigrant smuggling. 
However, it is quite likely that the num-
ber of incidents on the borders has in-
creased well beyond the numbers of 2008 
as the world economy has struggled to re-
cover, get back on its feet and more peo-
ple turn have turned to the underground 
economy as a way to escape destitution. 

Economic consequences also occur. 
Of course, many of the illegal immigrants 
in the U.S. arrive in this country accom-
panied by their families or possess the in-
tention of starting a family once they ob-
tain work in the U.S. One prevailing issue 
illustrates the problem with this process: 
taxes. The fact that an illegal immigrant 
acts as a kind of “free-rider” in the Ameri-
can economy means that the resources put 
forth by the American tax payer are being 
used to support someone who does not 
pay their fair share for the privilege of liv-
ing and working in this country. Such a 
system, admittedly, is unfair to those who 
play by the rules, and, thus, requires the 
swift action and enforcement of the law in 
order to prevent any further infringement.

Yet, immigration rights comprise an-
other dimension of this argument. The 
United States, of course, possesses a long 
history as the world’s largest melting pot of 
peoples and cultures. Whether one consid-
ers the pilgrims who sought refuge from 
religious persecution, or the millions of 

people from Germans, Irish, Italians, Chi-
nese, and Slavs, who immigrated to the 
Americas in the 19th century amidst dif-
ficult economic periods, America often 
finds itself a common destination for for-
eign people seeking a land of new oppor-
tunities. However, with that history lies a 
“dark-side” to our past. The Chinese Ex-
clusion Act of 1882, which prohibited the 
immigration of Chinese people to the U.S., 
the Jim Crow South, and Executive Order 
9066, which interned Japanese-Americans 
in concentration camps during WWII, are 
just a few instances in which the United 
States broke from its image as a free and 
open society. When one considers the mo-
ment in which we currently live, it becomes 
difficult to refrain from drawing parallels 
to the tainted actions of the country’s past 
with the current policies of the moment. 

The Arizona state law that gives police 
officers the authority to stop any individual 
and request proof of citizenship based sole-
ly upon the suspicion of illegal aliens sta-
tus threatens the very essence of American 
independence and mutual trust between 
the government and its people. Alas, few 
Americans agree. A New York Times/CBS 
News Poll shows that 51% of the American 
public actually believes that the legal action 
taken in Arizona was “just about right.” The 
divide on this issue stems from the perpet-
ual contention between the states’ right to 
protect their own citizens, and economic 
interests, and the federal government’s re-
sponsibility to protect national borders, en-
suring that both the economic and security 

concerns receive the resources they deserve.
The inability to pass comprehensive 

immigration reform, in short, is reflec-
tive of the lack of urgency displayed by 
both the Democratic and Republican core 
of Congress and, by extension, President 
Obama. The DREAM Act, proposed some 
two-and-a-half years ago, which would 
provides undocumented young people 
with a path to citizenship through higher 
education or service in the military. Since 
September of 2010, the bill has been stalled 
in Congress over concerns that passage of 
such a bill grants amnesty to people who 
cheated their way into the system. Fur-
thermore, the federal government’s general 
inability to put forth any plan that deals 
with the now more than 11.9 million il-
legal immigrants in this country is, yet, 
another political failure for Washington. 

No wonder the American people have 
looked to their state and local leaders for 
answers to the problems that are clearly 
relevant to the common American citizen. 

The concern, for many historians and 
political scientists, is not that the states will 
now attempt to assume more control over 
the issue of immigration (The Supreme 
Court is expected to judge on the Arizona 
law at a yet undisclosed date in 2012), but 
rather the arbitrary and discriminatory 
essences of the laws that may be created 
in the process. James Anaya, a historian 
working at the University of Arizona and 
a UN Human Rights expert on indigenous 
peoples, claims, “A disturbing pattern of 
legislative activity hostile to ethnic minori-
ties and immigrants has been established 
with the adoption of an immigration law 
that may allow for police action targeting 

individuals on the basis of their perceived 
ethnic origin.” Furthermore, if this “dis-
turbing pattern” continues it is possible that 
we may witness a new anti-immigration 
movement and the lines, once again, will 
be divided upon the ideal of preserving 
America’s openness or closing its doors to 
people that it feels simply do not belong.

 As the American people and their 
leaders come to terms with this social ques-
tion, perhaps it is not too high a hope that 
they may be guided by the words that the 
poet, Emma Lazarus, used to describe the 
Statue of Liberty, which remain engraved 
on the statue’s pedestal today. The poet 
wrote, “Give me your tired, your poor/
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe 
free….For here stands a mighty woman 
with a torch whose flame/Is the imprisoned 
lightning, and her name/Mother of Exiles.”

MOThER 
of ExILES
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This November, Americans will head 
to the polls to cast their votes for the most 
powerful position in government—the 
Presidency. As usual, Obama’s detractors 
are plenty loud, and the spirit of the Repub-
lican opposition is robust and seemingly 
unstoppable. With such high-strung hopes, 
many pundits, voters, and even the politi-
cians themselves have lost sight of the true 
difficulty of the challenge ahead. For most 
of Barack Obama’s presidency, his approval 
rating has remained just shy of 50%, a mark 
that Newt Gingrich has pegged many times 
as “beatable”. But this example of the GOP’s 
misguided confidence will likely cause 
them to lose yet another election in 2012 
as they continue to shy away from reality.

Out of 44 commanders-in-chief, only 
nine have lost reelection bids. There are 
several reasons for this high rate of success. 
Incumbents already have a stable finan-
cial base and are able to kickoff their cam-
paign at the State of the Union Address, 
the largest stage available to American vot-
ers, which, according to the Los Angeles 
Times, had more than 40 million viewers 
this year. Resources such as this make a 
President very hard to defeat, even when 
she or he isn’t so popular. According to the 
New York Times, George W. Bush was able 
to win reelection by a margin just greater 
than two percent even though his approv-
al rating stood at a sub-majority 49% just 
before Election Day in 2004. With odds 
clearly in favor of the incumbent, elect-
ability must be the primary consideration 
when finding a leader for the opposition.

If elections are generally won with the 
votes of independents, then why did Newt 

Gingrich and Rick Santorum continually 
resurface as favorites throughout the pri-
mary season? Evangelical strongholds, such 
as South Carolina, are much more conser-
vative than most of the nation. Even so, pri-
mary organizers in the state have continued 
to tout its ability to correctly identify GOP 
nominees, having done so every four years 
since 1980. This tradition fell apart when 
South Carolina chose Gingrich, and the 
voters’ intentions have come under close 
scrutiny. Gingrich committed several eth-
ics violations during his tenure as Speaker 
of the House and cheated on two of his 
ex-wives, yet he grounds his campaign in 
traditional family values and social conser-
vatism. His mouth often gets him into great 
trouble during debates; he has proclaimed 
himself to be “too intellectual” to be a 
natural leader; and he is completely un-
able to stir independents. Alongside Barack 
Obama—a man whose charismatic talent is 
nearly infallible and who garnered over 18 
million independent votes—the outcome 
seems quite clear. Newt Gingrich could 
not possibly win given these circumstanc-
es. This begs a painfully obvious question: 
What is the GOP electorate trying to do? 

If the focus of the Party had been solely 
to unseat Barack Obama, it would attempt 
to beat him at his own game. With his suave 
style, good looks, and Ivy League educa-
tion from our very own Wharton School, 
Jon Huntsman was, at least statistically, a 
favorite. The New York Times gave Hunts-
man a 77% chance at defeating Obama at 
the height of his campaign. The reason for 
this is actually quite simple: Barack Obama 
and Jon Huntsman have many similar 

views, including those regarding gay rights 
and foreign policy. Huntsman only differs 
significantly on the topics of financial re-
form and healthcare—America’s two larg-
est problems at the moment—but even 
these differences factored little into his 
perceived electability over Obama. Hunts-
man superseded Obama and differed from 
his Republican competitors through his 
ability to court the pseudo-conservative 
voters of New Hampshire and much of 
working class America. To be frank, even 
Mitt Romney’s campaign targets this de-
mographic better than the President’s. By 
and large, the problem rests within the 
setup of the primary calendar. The South 
Carolina primary and the meaningless 
caucuses in Iowa, Colorado, Minnesota, 
and Missouri are all closely watched by po-
tential donors as indicators of the strength 
of a campaign. Even so, there is one huge 
flaw: the extreme conservative tendencies 
of these states are a far cry from the nation 
as a whole. Demographically, these states 
do not represent the views of a country.

Because of this, the GOP electorate 
always seems to be in a state of disarray. 
While Mitt Romney would seem to be the 
obvious winner to most of the nation, the 
stubborn ways of Evangelical strongholds 
have kept unstable campaigns on life sup-
port. As seen in the 2008 presidential elec-
tion, the inability to unite behind a com-
mon candidate can crush the possibility of 
winning the most coveted seat in United 
States government. The electorate needs to 
be cognizant of these realities, or Barack 
Obama’s reelection will be inevitable.

STORY BY MARC-ANThONY SERRANO

Gopelectability

The road to democracy is long and 
treacherous. Many characterize the jour-
ney as a “slow march,” filled with endless 
missteps, wrong turns, and opportunities 
for civilian rule to turn to autocratic night-
mare. Take, for example, Egypt: after a huge 
liberalizing leap, the process of democrati-
zation has been slow yet harrowing. Many 
still fear that the military may be pulling 
the strings behind the scenes. Yet Burma 
has been doing anything but taking it slow 
in recent months. If you believe the hype, 
then Burma is downright sprinting toward 
some not-so-distant Fukuyamian finish 
line.

Is Burma genuinely sprinting toward 
democracy? Is it time to abandon our cyni-
cism and skepticism and pledge the full 
support of the Western world to its miracu-
lous opening?

No. A careful assessment of Burma’s 
recent liberalization reveals reasons for 
hope: the return of civilian government, 
the release of political prisoners, selec-
tive industrial privatization, and even the 
emancipation of the visionary Nobel lau-
reate Aung Sun Suu Kyi. Yet a repressive 
military regime still rules Burma, and ethic 

strife threatens to escalate into civil war. 
The world would be wise to temper its bur-
geoning optimism and tread with caution.

Nevertheless, Burma’s vivacious em-
brace of liberal democratic and economic 
institutions is truly remarkable in speed and 
scale. Last year Myanmar (as it is still offi-
cially known) continued its abandonment 
of the socialist model by privatizing numer-
ous industries; as a result, investment and 
foreign aid has poured in. Moreover, the 
political reforms that began in 2008 have 
sped up. After almost forty years of military 
rule, Burma’s generals have retreated in fa-
vor of a nationally elected Parliament, the 
nation’s first since 1990. The election results 
were less than stellar – widely condemned 
as fraudulent, they were boycotted by Ms. 
Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy 
and gave huge advantages to the military-
backed Union Solidarity and Development 
Party. Still, a small group of reformist MPs 
has begun to give a voice to the people’s 
criticism from within the belly of the beast. 
And regardless of the truthiness of his of-
ficial vote share, President Thein Sein, who 
took the reigns last March, appears to be 
a genuine reformist. Since then, the new 

regime has reached out to the opposition, 
freed the long-suppressed Ms. Suu Kyi and 
hundreds of political prisoners, pledged to 
end censorship, and established a national 
human rights body.

Even more change may be on the way. 
At the World Economic Forum, Trade Min-
ister U Soe Thane asserted, “the democratic 
process is not finished yet.” Small wonder: 
Burma is hungry for aid and foreign invest-
ment, which have already soared to astro-
nomical levels. Over the past year, Burma’s 
government has approved over $20 billion 
in foreign direct investment, more than 
it had received over the previous two de-
cades. Perhaps the military junta stepped 
aside to create a better, more stable politi-
cal climate to drive foreign investors; much 
like in the Russia that rose from the ashes of 
the Soviet Union, numerous oligarchs with 
ties to government officials stand poised to 
reap enormous economic benefits in Bur-
ma. Some already have. But motives aside, 
the average Burmese citizen stands poised 
to benefit from democratization as India, 
China, and others compete to develop Bur-
mese infrastructure and resources.

Burma’s future shines with promise. A 

democracy?

sprintinG 
toward
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Still, Burma’s government has made 
progress on these fronts: in January it signed 
a ceasefire with the Karen National Union, 
ending the world’s longest-running civil 
war. Yet while Thein Sein ordered the army 
to stop fighting the Kachin Independence 
Army in December, it has since launched 
a major offensive, displacing 50,000 people.

Myanmar’s secret nuclear ambitions 
are another reason to worry. Recent intel-
ligence indicates that Myanmar is collabo-
rating with North Korea to import nuclear 
and missiles technologies and refuses to 
allow inspectors access to the country. Nu-
clear proliferation in Burma could lead to a 
domino effect; a Southeastern Asian arms 
race is already underway. For all its prog-
ress, Burma still remains a dangerous and 
oppressive state. Outside actors should ex-
ercise great caution before extending their 
hand in friendship.

In response to Burma’s latest issuance 
of “Get Out of Jail Free” cards to political 
prisoners, the U.S. decided to normalize 
relations between the two nations. Other 
countries have already embraced Than 
Sein’s new government, donating aid with 
abandon.

America, correctly so, has remained 
more cautious. And so it should remain. 
It must tread carefully and temper its op-
timism, lest it risk being fooled as it has 
in the past. The promise of incrementally 
lifting sanctions in stages must be tied 
to concrete goals including signed peace 
agreements with ethnic minorities, the 
acceptance of nuclear inspectors, and the 
complete release of all political prisoners. 
Burma’s leaders must prove their commit-
ment to democracy before receiving any of 
its benefits.

Still, optimism is warranted. With little 
on the line in terms of strategic interests, 
the U.S. has a genuine opportunity to sup-
port a burgeoning democracy, provide new 
markets to investors, and even enhance its 
cooperation with China and other ASEAN 
nations. The lifting of U.S. sanctions could 
lead to a burst of development aid and in-
vestment that might lift millions of Bur-
mese out of horrific poverty. An opportu-
nity beckons for new Asian trade that can 
further catalyze reform. America should 
extend its hand.

Carefully. 

FEATURE

proposed eight-year tax incentive for new 
investors will bring much-needed capital to 
its countryside; the approaching April elec-
tion could bring a surge of pro-democracy 
MPs, including Ms. Suu Kyi herself, into 
Parliament. As President Obama said in his 
State of the Union address, “a new begin-
ning in Burma has lit a new hope.”

But why now? Burma has not cracked 
under the pressure of U.S. sanctions. In-
stead, two popular explanations point to 
China and the interests of Burma’s generals. 

Contrary to popular belief, Burma 
is not falling into China’s sphere of influ-
ence. If anything, many analysts interpret 
Burma’s opening as an effort to “throw off 
the yoke of China’s influence.” China, which 
increasingly relies on imported oil to sus-
tain its rampant economic growth, needs 
Burma both for its oil and hydroelectric 
power-generating capacity. Yet Burma’s 
leaders still cultivate a healthy fear of its 
number-one investor, which backed com-
munist rebels inside the country in the 
1970s. Furthermore, Burmese citizens re-
sent a flood of Chinese goods and workers 
and rampant Chinese exploitation of Bur-
mese resources that has caused both irrepa-
rable environmental damage and forced 
relocation of tens of thousands of families. 
In suspending a proposed $3.6 billion Chi-
nese dam, Burma’s rulers unambiguously 
declared that they are not simply China’s 
“client state.”

Additionally, Myanmar’s shrewd gen-
erals may have realized that a move to-
ward stable democracy might be the best 
way to ensure that they can retire in peace. 
Rather than risk the despot’s downfall à la 
Mubarak or Qaddafi, why not simply let a 
slow, internally controlled reform process 
run its course to soothe the violent pas-
sions of the bourgeois? For aging former 
junta leader Than Shwe, the best path for-
ward may be sinking into the shadows with 
his family’s massive fortune untouched, 
rather than suffer the fate of former leader 
Ne Win, who spent the end of his life under 
house arrest. Conveniently, Ms. Suu Kyi op-
poses prosecution of former military lead-
ers; bringing her into power ensures that 
the generals can retire in peace.

So maybe Burma’s democratic ambi-
tions are the product of cold, shrewd calcu-
lation rather than warm, genuine goodwill. 
Beneath the surface, the warm and fuzzy 
story belies a less inspiring truth. In truth, 

the promise of full democracy may never 
come – much like successful autocrats in 
the Persian Gulf, Burma’s generals may give 
a little bit of freedom to its citizens to ap-
pease their demands while retaining their 
grip on power from behind the scenes. 
Twice in the past two decades, this has 
been the pattern: after making apparent 
moves toward openness, Burma convinced 
the outside world to contribute investments 
and aid, only to crush all hopes and tighten 

its grip on power. This time might be differ-
ent, but for all its apparent progress, Burma 
remains an oppressive nation on the edge.

Burma’s government is not a cadre of 
angels. It still holds as many political pris-
oners as it did during its brutal crackdown 
on the failed “Saffron revolution” in 2007-
08. The army still retains significant power 
behind the scenes; not only is it guaranteed 
one-quarter of the seats in Parliament, but 
it also continues to mount an ongoing cam-

paign against Burma’s various ethnic mi-
norities.

This enduring ethnic violence serves as 
a testament to Burma’s continuing instabil-
ity. As recently as last September, scholars 
warned that Myanmar was on the verge of 
becoming a failed state like Yemen or So-
malia. Although the developing effects of 
foreign investment give reason for hope, 
Burma’s northern and eastern borders still 
feature drug traffickers, gun runners, and a 

war between government forces and ethnic 
militias that has left hundreds of thousands 
dead and created ongoing refugee flows into 
China and Thailand. A refugee crisis has al-
ready caused riots in Bangladesh; renewed 
ethnic conflict could destabilize neighbor-
ing states. Argues Jason Kurlantzick of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, a sudden 
influx of “money, migrants and munitions 
could exacerbate Burma’s serious internal 
conflicts,” even leading to a new civil war.
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Crowds of energized youth, in their late teens and early 
twenties, joining together at a political rally and chanting slo-
gans of “Change” and “Hope.” Sound familiar? No, this is not a 
gathering to support President Obama. This rally of over 100,000 
people took place on December 26, 2011 in Karachi, Pakistan, 
for Imran Khan and his party, Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaaf (PTI, 
meaning “Movement for Justice”). The platform of Imran Khan, 
a professional cricket-star-turned-politician and Pakistani Prime 
Minister hopeful, hinges on a crusade against the corruption 
that has plagued the Pakistani political system for decades. Al-
though Khan has been in the political realm since 1996, there 
has recently been a massive surge in popularity for Khan and 
the PTI. The momentum of his campaign can in large part be at-
tributed to his message of change that appeals to the Pakistani 
youth, who have been inspired by the Occupy movements, the 
Arab Spring, and other campaigns for progress throughout the 
world. If Khan is successful in his bid for the position of Prime 
Minister, which is becoming ever more likely as his popularity 
increases, the waves of change caused by this political shift will 
not remain enclosed within the Pakistani borders. American 
leaders should expect Khan’s rise to power to have substantial 
effects on the United States’ rocky relationship with Pakistan.

The rapid increase in public support for Khan has alarmed 
the leaders currently in power, and also raises questions about 
Pakistan-U.S. relations, which have deteriorated since Osama bin 
Laden was killed in May 2011. I can personally attest to the rapid-
ly increasing popularity that Khan is experiencing. When I visited 
my extended family in Karachi in December 2011, I witnessed the 
contagious excitement of my teenage cousins as they departed for 
Imran Khan’s jalsa (political rally) that halted all activity in the 
bustling city of twenty million that day. Khan’s emphasis on elim-
inating corruption certainly resonated with his audience at the 
rally. Self-sufficiency for Pakistan is another key principle of the 
PTI’s platform. The website for PTI explicitly explains this crux 
of the party’s ideology: “As a nation we cannot progress as long 
as our economy depends on handouts from international lenders 
and donors…We must strive for self-reliance.”  According to the 
Center of Global Development, the United States has given over 
$39 billion in aid to Pakistan from 1948 to 2010,  and now this fi-
nancial support is meeting resistance both from Americans deal-
ing with a domestic economy recovering too slowly and from the 
PTI. Imran Khan argues that American aid, over half of which is 

used for military assistance, only propagates the widespread cor-
ruption that is hindering Pakistan’s progress. The politicians in 
power siphon off the money for themselves, while none of the aid 
goes to the Pakistani people who actually need it. In the past, Unit-
ed States politicians may have hoped to use the promise of aid to 
pursue American interests in foreign policy with Pakistan, but that 
option will likely come off the table if Imran Khan, with his decid-
ed stance against all foreign aid, wins the title of Prime Minister. 

Khan’s rejection of Pakistan’s financial dependence on the 
United States strengthens his opposition to American military ac-
tion in the region. On November 26, 2011, exactly a month be-
fore Khan’s latest Karachi rally, U.S.-led NATO drones attacked 
Pakistani check posts near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. At 
approximately 2 AM that morning, twenty-four sleeping Paki-
stani soldiers, including two captains, were killed by forces led by 
Pakistan’s American allies. Imran Khan has joined the Pakistani 
public in its indignation against the United States for this attack 
and all of the extensive collateral damage that the drone strikes 
have caused, and has commented: “[Pakistan] is perhaps the only 
country in history that keeps getting bombed, through drone at-
tacks, by our ally.”  In February 2012, the PTI joined a sit-in pro-
test against the strikes. The current Islamabad government also 
attempted to express its anger with consequences for the United 
States when it barred NATO supply convoys from access to the 
Afghanistan border after the November strikes. The actual impact 
of this action was minimized by Pakistan’s financial connection to 
the United States, however. How can Pakistan truly take a stand 
against the United States when the nation is so financially reliant 
on American aid? Imran Khan has an answer to this fundamental 
question: reject all American aid, and then Pakistan can make its 
own rules. There may be serious economic implications from this 
change in policy, but Khan’s priority is Pakistan’s self-sufficiency. 

As Imran Khan continues to gain support from the mil-
lions of Pakistani youth, as well as their parents and older coun-
terparts, there is a very real possibility that this former cricketer 
will be successful in his bid for the position of Pakistani Prime 
Minister.  If so, the international community can certainly ex-
pect major changes in Pakistan’s foreign policy. A PTI-led Paki-
stan will most likely lead to the nation asserting its sovereignty 
more strongly than ever before. Whoever becomes President 
of the United States in November 2012 should be prepared.  

STORY BY NADIA TAREEN

ThE wAvE Of POLITICAL ChANgE IN PAKISTAN,   

AND ITS RIPPLES IN AMERICA
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This October, the French Socialist Party (PS) held its 
first open primaries. Anyone who vowed to be on the Left could 
vote for the Socialist nominee to the 2012 presidential election. 
The only requirement was that they sign a pledge that they “be-
lieve in the values of the Left and of the Republic, and in the as-
pirations of a society around liberty, equality, and fraternity.” The 
party took a risk that paid off: 2.6 million people cast their bal-
lots in the first round, and 2.8 million voted in the second round. 

Overall this has been a victorious year for the French Left. 

In the local elections of September, the Left won about two 
thirds of the votes for the first time since the Fifth Republic was 
founded (1958).  Until recently, however, the party, had been 
called the “losing machine”, a nickname given by embittered 
supporters after the party lost the 2007 presidential election 
and after revelations of electoral fraud had tainted the legitima-
cy of the current party’s head secretary Martine Aubry in 2009.

The success of the primaries took a while to shine through. 
For several months, candidates were arguing over for which date 
the primaries should be set up: supporters of Dominique Strauss-

Kahn wanted to give him time to make up his mind while heading 
the IMF for as long as possible, while others insisted an earlier 
vote would give the nominee more opportunity to craft a program 
and image. Rivalries within the Party were visible, especially due 
to Strauss-Kahn’s hesitation to run for the nomination. There was 
a ridge between the supporters and opponents of Strauss-Kahn. 
Martine Aubry, for instance, made a reciprocal pact with him 
to support him if he ran, which irritated the other candidates.

Despite tensions, however, the candidates were all bound to 
the same program presented 
by the PS in April. Candidates 
could thus debate on matters 
of priority and opinion with-
out ever straying too far from 
the party’s common agenda. Of 
course in the last days before the 
final round, tongues sharpened. 
Finalist Martine Aubry called 
Francois Hollande the “insider 
candidate,” a comment support-

ers of Hollande compared to the rhetoric of the extreme right. Un-
surprisingly, the winner of the primaries was the very centrist can-
didate, Hollande. The second in place was Martine Aubry. Coming 
in third, Arnaud Montebourg, an anti-globalism demagogue who 
likens himself to Barack Obama, won a surprising 17% of votes. 

The common program is probably the smartest way to 
maintain unity during a primary. It allows the candidates to ar-
gue for their ideas without entering open warfare. The United 
States is very proud of its primary system where the tenacity 
of candidates is supposedly vetted through endless campaign-

ing across the country. But the circus we observe today in 
the GOP primary shows that with reckless candidates, 
this system can be catastrophic for a party. Perhaps 
if the GOP had a clearer common goal, it 
would not be so vulnerable to the 
rise of extremism. But since 
there is no real party iden-
tity, the Tea Party will gnaw 
at the GOP from the inside 
because it does not recognize 
what it has in common with 
the rest of the Republican base.

The primaries helped the PS 
regain traction in several ways. First 
off, it provided continuous media 
coverage. In fact, five major TV and 
radio channels received a warning 
from the CSA (Conseiller Su-
perieur de l’Audiovisuel) for not 
respecting coverage plurality 
– in France, there are specific rules 
governing the percentage of time me-
dia organizations can accord to each 
political party.  The primaries were 
meant to, and succeeded in garner-
ing a lot of media attention. Six mil-
lion people watched the last debate 
of the second round of the primaries: 
about one out of 
ten persons.

S e c o n d , 
the open pri-
maries opened 
up the vote 
to a 

an american 
export

wider audience, in-
creasing the number 

and diversity of voters that 
could be counted on in the general 

elections. However this led to an interest-
ing dichotomy: on the one hand, members of 

the far Left are disappointed with victory of the 
very moderate Socialist nominee, who think he is 

too much to the right and are afraid that his austerity 
measures will suffocate the working class instead of 
targeting the wealthy. On the other hand, one fifth of 
the votes went to Montebourg, who stands for old-
fashioned protectionism and a mistrust of capitalism.

Therefore, these primaries could be the begin-
ning of an evolution towards an umbrella system 
for different currents in the left. This is what hap-
pened in Italy, where the Left began consolidat-

ing its various factions by developing primaries. 
Some, who saw in the primaries system an end 

to political activism, deplored this. Previous-
ly, in order to vote for the presidential nom-

inee, one had to be a member of the party, 
which requires more involvement than 

just showing up for the elections. In 
other words, instead of being a coun-

ter-system force, the PS is integrat-
ing itself. But paradoxically, losing 

its identity may be the only way 
for the PS to come to power.

in France
STORY BY LALITA CLOZEL • ART BY GABRIELLA KAhN

The open primaries could be the 
beginning of an evoluion towards 
an umbrella system for different 
currents in the left.
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According to other Israeli defense of-
ficials who favor a strike, however, Romney, 
if elected, would not be able to keep this 
promise because it would simply be too late 
by the time he got into office. Israeli Minister 
of Strategic Affairs Moshe Yaalon states, “It 
is a matter of months before the Iranians will 
be able to attain military nuclear capability.” 

Precisely when Iran’s nuclear weap-
ons program will enter, as Israeli De-
fense Minister Ehud Barak puts it, “an 
immunity zone,” is a question on which 
Israelis and their American allies at the 
Pentagon are allegedly most divided. 

This divide is used as evidence 
for the prevailing journalistic narra-
tive in both the US and Israel: Israe-
li urgency versus American patience. 

In reality, the leaders of both states’ de-
fense establishments, Ehud Barak and Sec-
retary of Defense Leon Panetta, have made 
similarly cryptic yet similarly time-scaled 
statements in each other’s newspapers. 
Barak’s view in The New York Times: “The 
moment will arrive — sometime in the 
coming year...beyond which it will no lon-
ger be possible to act.” Panetta in Haaretz: 
“the consensus is that, if the Iranians de-
cided to do it, it would probably take them 
about a year to be able to produce a bomb.”

If you’re confused why Israeli De-
fense Minister Barak used a “year” as 
his time scale and why Israeli Strategic 

STORY BY JACK SOLOWEY • ART BY KAYLA FUChS

TO STRIKE 
IRAN OR NOT 
TO STRIKE?

This question has headlined more 
newspapers and caused more anguish 
in Israeli and American defense cir-
cles than any other in the past months.

For many commentators, the pur-
ported Israeli answer of “strike” will 
plunge the United States into anoth-
er unwanted war in the Middle East. 

For Republican primary candidates, 
this same question presents two options: a 
strong sound bite or a grandiose sound bite.

Mitt Romney, speaking in South Caro-
lina, opted for the latter, declaring, “If we 
re-elect Barack Obama, Iran will have a nu-
clear weapon. And if you elect Mitt Rom-
ney, Iran will not have a nuclear weapon.”

For the state of Israel, however, this 
question presents a different set of op-
tions: a bad choice and a worse choice. 
Israelis and their leaders are kept up at 
night trying to decide which is which.

According to one set of Israeli intel-
ligence officials, presidential candidate 
Mitt Romney would not be in a position 
to keep this promise because an attack 
wouldn’t work. Meier Dagan, former head 
of Israel’s elite foreign spy service – the 
Mossad – made waves in Israel for stat-
ing, that an Israel Air Force attack on Ira-
nian nuclear facilities was “the stupidest 
thing I have ever heard.” His two Mossad 
chief predecessors, Danny Yatom and 
Ephraim Halevy, came to his defense. 

Minister Yaalon used “months” as his, 
you should be. In fact, what’s even more 
perplexing is that Yaalon claimed in the 
very same interview that any decision 
to strike preemptively was “very far off.”

These conflicting reports are coming 
out of Jerusalem because the Israeli gov-
ernment is in an increasingly complex and 
precarious position when it comes to Iran. 
Israeli ministers must now simultaneously 
accomplish three seemingly mutually ex-
clusive tasks: convince their western allies 
that they have their finger on the trigger, 
engage in democratic debate over if and 
when they should pull that trigger, and 
keep that trigger hidden from the Iranians.

The last of these three tasks is obvious. 
The first task makes sense in light of Israel’s 
desire for strong Western sanctions on Iran. 
The best way for Israel to push the United 
States and the European Union to pass 
progressively harsher sanctions is to scare 
them into thinking Israel will soon launch 
a unilateral preemptive strike. A French 
official explained the urgency with which 
the EU recently passed sanctions on Iran’s 
oil industry with, “We must do everything 
possible to avoid an Israeli attack on Iran.”

The second of these three seem-
ingly contradictory tasks is less under-
stood in the United States. With reports 
that Israeli hawkishness will plunge the 
US into another unwanted war, you 

wouldn’t assume that the Israeli defense 
establishment is in fact engaging in a 
very difficult debate on the Iran question.

Ronen Bergman, a journalist for Is-
rael’s most widely circulated newspaper Ye-
dioth Ahronoth, describes a vocal group of 
former officials, skeptical of the current re-
gime’s plans for Iran. This group of skeptics 
includes former Mossad chief Meir Dagan 
and former IDF Chief of Staff Gabi Ash-
kenazi. Bergman also points to the power-
ful “triangle supporting a very aggressive 
stance towards Iran” in the Israeli political 
sphere. This triumvirate includes Israel’s 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, her 
Defense Minister Ehud Barak, and her 
Strategic Affairs Minister Moshe Ya’alon.

It is incorrect to think of the skeptics 
as resigned to a nuclear-armed Iran. Meir 
Dagan himself was the mastermind of the 
Mossad’s “supposed” programs of targeted 
assassinations against Iranian nuclear sci-

entists, as well as the paradigm-shifting 
Stuxnet computer virus that destroyed Ira-
nian uranium enrichment centrifuges. Da-
gan simply believes that an airstrike specifi-
cally would be ineffective, but he supports 
covert operations and arming Iranian dissi-
dents. Ashkenazi, furthermore, while long 
a believer in the ability of sanctions to effect 
what he saw as a “radical but rational” Irani-
an regime, has recently called for “a military 
option and declare[d] readiness to use it” in 
addition to sanctions and covert operations. 

It is also incorrect to attribute Israel’s 
aggressive stance to an irrational fear of 
an Iranian bomb. Iran’s president Mah-
moud Amadinejad infamously called 
for “Israel to be wiped off the map.” Aya-
tollah Khameini reiterated this notion 
last week in stating that Iran will “sup-
port anyone who opens a front on Israel.”

According to Barak, he and Netanyahu 
are responsible “in a very direct and concrete 

way for the existence of the State of Israel — 
indeed, for the future of the Jewish people.”

The Israeli government doesn’t just 
see “national security” as the protection 
of the Jewish nation state, but rather as the 
protection of the entire Jewish nation in 
Diaspora. From the rescue of Jewish Air 
France passengers in Entebbe, to the res-
cue and repatriation of tens of thousands 
of Ethiopian Jews, Israel prides itself as 
the sword and shield of world Jewry. The 
only offense punishable by execution in 
the state of Israel is not murder or terror-
ism, but “crimes against the Jewish people.” 
The only man in the history of the State 
of Israel to be convicted of and executed 
for this crime was Adolph Eichmann. 

When the Israeli government looks out 
at the world’s vilest dictators, invoking the 
rhetoric of Eichmann and the Third Reich, 
pursuing the deadliest weapon known 
to man, what choice does it really have? 
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Since November 16, Italy has expe-
rienced a maelstrom of change. Gone is 
Silvio Berlusconi, who dominated poli-
tics since 1994 with his mix of lackluster 
growth, corruption and scandal. The much 
more conventional Mario Monti, a well-
respected economist, President of Bocconi 
University (the most prestigious business 
school in Italy), former European Commis-
sioner, and advisor to Goldman Sachs, has 
taken his place as prime minister. Monti 
was not elected, but was instead picked 
by President Giorgio Napolitano to head 
a technocratic government after Berlusco-
ni’s government proved itself incapable of 
taking decisive action to quell fears about 
Italy’s financial collapse and lost its major-
ity in Parliament. Now Monti will not only 
have to tackle the unpopular issues Berlus-
coni was unwilling to touch, but he will also 
have to change the culture of Italy in order 
to ensure its future growth and prosperity.

To achieve these dual goals, Monti has 
assembled what is known as a governo tec-
nico, an administration with no term limit 
and no future political ambitions, put in 
place to pass bipartisan reforms in a time 
of crisis. The new prime minister can cur-
rently count on the support of all parties in 
Parliament except for the far-right seces-
sionist Northern League, a former part of 
Berlusconi’s coalition. In line with the tech-
nocratic spirit, Monti did not appoint poli-
ticians to his cabinet; the prime minister 
himself will serve as Minister of Economy 
and Finance, and he has chosen experts 
like prominent banker Corrado Passera as 
Minister of Economic Development, In-
frastructure, and Transport, and Admiral 
Giampaolo di Paola as Minister of Defense. 

The new government’s first piece of leg-
islation, the “Save Italy” decree, served as an 
initial move to stabilize the restless Italian 
bond markets by cutting Italy’s huge public 
debt, currently 120% of its GDP. The decree 
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Lobbying groups: over time, 
these groups have grown in 

power and now act more like 
medieval guilds than 21st 

century interest groups.
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labor 
unions.

Financial collapse: Italian bond markets 
have been restless due to Italy’s huge 
public debt, which is currently 120% of 

its GDP.

included a 2% increase in the value-added 
tax, a program to use European Union 
funds more efficiently, new subsidies to 
small- and medium-sized businesses to en-
courage hiring, higher tax rates, and a series 
of regulations to crack down on tax evasion.

These last reforms were particular-
ly necessary in Italy, where tax evasion 
amounts to about 18% of GDP. The pub-
lic reaction to the increased vigilance of 
tax collectors, however, shows that the 
Monti government’s task of reforming Ital-
ian civic culture will be a an uphill battle. 
In one notable example, after the Agenzia 
delle Entrate, the Italian IRS, began asking 
for receipts in the Alpine ski destination 
Cortina d’ Ampezzo, stores’ revenues in-
creased by 400% compared to the previous 
day. However, not everyone approved of 
this attempt to rein in tax evasion. Fabrizio 
Cicchitto, leader of Berlusconi’s party The 
People of Freedom (PDL) in the Chamber 
of Deputies, called the sting a “demagogic 
attack on the rich.” While an outsider might 
think it strange for a top-ranking politi-
cian to defend tax evaders, Italians were 
unconcerned, suggesting the sheer impos-
sibility of a small cabinet of professors and 
technocrats changing ingrained mores.

Although the government may not be 
able to undo the country’s history of cor-
ruption and immobility, it can incentivize 
good behavior and create a strong basis 
for economic growth. After the short-term 
changes of the first decree, the government 
began to tackle the structural problems 
responsible for Italy’s snail-paced growth. 
Some of these “second-wave” reforms are 
so commonsensical that they sound like 
parodies. Bureaucracies, for example, will 
now communicate with each other through 
email rather than the postal service.

Furthermore, there were attacks on 
reforms affecting trade organizations, in-
evitably the result of self-interest and a 

enact gradual reforms. While this scheme 
may have helped maintain the peace during 
the class tensions of the 70s, leading Ital-
ian journalists like Sergio Romano argue 
that Italy can no longer afford it. European 
powers have far outpaced Italy, and gradual 
reforms, sweetened with taxpayer money 
for unions, are no longer feasible. Further-
more, as Romano points out, unions have 
become less and less representative of Ital-
ian workers. Like the professional organiza-
tions, they have come to resemble fiefdoms 
protecting the rights of older workers.

This stagnant system leads to the sec-
ond important step the government must 
take: changing Article 18 of the Italian Stat-
ute of Workers. Passed during the turbu-
lence of the 70s, the article was supposed 
to protect employees from indiscriminate 
firing but ended up preventing employees 
from being fired at all. Under the auspices 
of this article, employees may only be fired 
after a three month trial period with a “just 
motive” such as fraud or failure to come to 
work. Lackluster performance, however, 
is not considered a “just motive” for firing 
and results in steep fines for employers. Ar-
ticle 18 has thus contributed to the posto 
fisso mentality in Italy, where employees 
expect to be hired for life. Unions have 

become staunch defenders of this system, 
failing to realize that it does not help work-
ers as a group; it helps old workers. They 
have, therefore, marginalized themselves, 
becoming narrow interest groups helping 
older privileged workers at the expense of 
the rest of the labor force. Consequently, 
firms tend to hire younger workers on 
short-term contracts, free of the strictures 
of Article 18 and other labor laws. Often 
they don’t hire young workers at all, a fact 
that has accounted for the country’s 27.9% 
unemployment rate in the 18-24 year-old 
demographic. Monti has been unsuccess-
ful in changing the posto fisso, and he 
will only succeed if he can involve more 
of the 18-24 demographic in the work-
ings of the gerontocratic political world. 

Monti has sent out encouraging mes-
sages in the past few weeks. In a recent in-
terview he decried the “apartheid” between 
older workers hired with full benefits and 
the younger ones struggling for jobs. He 
similarly said that Article 18 is not a ta-
boo subject and that he would be willing 
to change it. Monti’s entire government has 
adopted this new confrontational style. Elsa 
Fornero, the Minister of Labor, has also ad-
opted a non-compromising attitude. While 
unwilling to completely abandon concer-

OBSTACLE COuRSE
Italy’s

backward political culture. These orga-
nizations have grown in power over time 
and now serve as lobbying groups, setting 
trade rates and limiting competition, often 
acting more like medieval guilds than like 
21st century interest groups. Taxi drivers, 
for example, have lobbied for an artificially 
low number of licenses in order to maintain 
higher rates; these anti-competition ten-
dencies have led to a black market for taxi 
licenses with prices as high as €300,000. 
When the government introduced liberal-
izations, taxi drivers immediately went on 
strike and promised further action. When 
liberalizations concerning lawyers became 
public, the President of the National Coun-
cil of Lawyers claimed that the reforms had 
been pushed forward by “the powers that 
be,” making known the paranoid bunker 
mentality of these organizations. Monti 
has been completely correct in targeting 
these organizations in order to introduce 
dynamism into the economy; however, he 
has had to deal with groups that have mis-
guidedly equated their struggle for special 
privileges with direct democratic action.

 While the government has so far been 
successful in confronting reactionary inter-
est groups, it has yet to flatten the biggest 
obstacle of Italy’s growth, labor unions. 
This confrontation, sure to create rifts in 
the social fabric, is still fundamental to 
ensure the country’s competitiveness. Ital-
ian workers’ productivity has stagnated 
during the past decade, while other Eu-
ropean powers like Germany have surged 
ahead. At the same time, the country fails 
to reward any increases in productivity be-
cause of its ingrained seniority system. To 
curb these problems, the state will have to 
abandon two sacred cows of Italian politics. 
First, it must abandon its old method of 
reform, the concertazione, a collaboration-
ist scheme where politicians and unions 
work in unison to form a consensus and 

tazione, she has put a three-week deadline 
on the consultations with the unions and 
has threatened to advance alone. “If we 
[reform] together,” she stated, “we will be 
happy, otherwise the government will try to 
[enact the reforms] anyway.” While Minis-
ter Fornero’s willingness to risk unpopular-
ity to save Italy is admirable, her chances of 
enacting reforms unilaterally in the messy 
world of Italian politics are very limited. 
First, she will have to rely on the support of 
the myriad of parties backing the governo 
tecnico. If at any point, either a right wing 
or left wing party were to see the possibil-
ity of opposing the government for political 
gain, they would unquestionably pull the 
plug on the entire Monti experience. If, 
on the other hand, the government, work-
ing with the European Union, were to en-
act all of the reforms without the approval 
of the unions, it could find itself fighting 
popular insurrections similar to those in 
Greece. In the next few months, therefore, 
Monti will have to proceed quickly enough 
to keep Italy competitive, but, at the same 
time, slowly enough to avoid the 
boiling over of a country con-
fronted with great change.
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In your recent article in Rolling Stone online, “What Mitt 
Romney Learned From His Dad,” you suggested that Romney was 
very much influenced by his father’s political career. How did his 
childhood observations help to shape his current political persona?

The key to that article is the idea that Mitt Romney was pro-
foundly shaped when he was a teenager by one of his father’s loss-
es—in fact his father’s only loss. His father was this great American 
hero, quite a unique figure who was an automobile executive in 
the 1950s, who introduced the idea of fuel economy as a national 
concern. He was on TV all the time. He was on the cover of Time 
magazine in 1959. There was a biography of him in 1960. Mitt 
would have been 5 years old. He helped redraft Michigan’s con-
stitution, became governor of Michigan in 1963 and, by 1966, he 
was seen as quite possibly the next president of the United States, 
and he ran for president pretty much against Richard Nixon. In 
the New Hampshire primary, he lost after speaking very frankly 
about the Vietnam war—the argument that it was a disaster—and 
he used some language that the people thought was silly and em-
barrassing. He was asked why he had changed his position on the 
war, and he said that the first time he had gone to visit he had 
been brainwashed. He quite obviously meant it figuratively and, 
in fact, it was the case that generals and diplomats were always 
lying about Vietnam and that’s one of the most important things 
to understand about the Vietnam War. So in that sense, he was 
speaking a poetic truth, but people took it literally they thought 
he was saying something weird and it was an early example of silly 
media and pac journalism. His poll standing decreased by sixteen 
percent. He lost the primary. Richard Nixon got about seventy-
nine percent of the vote. Here’s the important thing, when Richard 
Nixon talked about the Vietnam War he spoke in very prepared 
and careful statements that were quite dissembling, dishonest. 
When George Romney spoke about the Vietnam War he was per-
fectly willing to improvise and he told uncomfortable truths. My 
thesis is the piece is that Romney learns something very impor-
tant that year when he was nineteen and that is that in politics 
authenticity kills. And there’s other stuff, his dad was a liberal. He 
was one of the great spokesmen for the idea that capitalism had a 
social responsibility and that factory owners had a responsibility 
to the communities in which the plants were cited, that they had 
a patriotic responsibility to the country. He used to pay back por-
tions of his salary when he thought it was too high—in every re-
spect different from the type of vulture capitalism that Mitt Rom-
ney is accused of pursuing. So in a lot of sense they are opposites 
and I think the best way to understand the broad outline of Rom-
ney is—some people are calling him the Rom Bot—is Oedipal.

And is there a distinction between Mitt Rom-
ney in 2008 and Mitt Romney in 2012 in that respect?

Yeah, he tried an experiment in 2008. He honored his father’s 
memory by launching his career at Henry Ford museum in front 
of a hybrid automobile, and he said that his dad was the guy who 
began teaching America that energy resources are limited and that 
we should worry about the energy efficiency of our cars. He talked 
about evolving away from the gasoline-powered engine and, of 
course, the Mitt Romney of 2012 has entertained the idea in the 
Republican Party that man-made global warming doesn’t exist.

In his State of the Union Address, President Obama made 
a number of fairly ambitious policy proposals. What chance do 
you think such policies have in the current political climate?

Well, of course, the current political climate is one in 
which the Republic Party has boldly stated their goal to ob-
struct any goal that Barack Obama has simply because he is 
Barack Obama. If Barack Obama says he likes BLT sandwich-
es, the Republicans will try to outlaw bacon. So, there’s very 
little chance of them passing. That’s not inherently a bad thing. 
One of the skills of a good politician is losing well. If Barack 
Obama can put forward an agenda that is compelling to the 
public, and he can foreground the story of how the Republi-
cans are obstructing that agenda, then he’s doing two things.

First of all, he’s helping to get himself reelected—and to get 
Democrats reelected. And, even more importantly—and this is 
something the conservative movement has understood much bet-
ter than the Democratic party—they’re building a structure that will 
allow their party to flourish in the long term, creating in the public’s 
mind, the expectation that the Democrats are the people they can 
count on to embody a certain set of values. The Democratic Party 
has tended to think in two-year increments. And they have tend-
ed to believe that if they are ideologically-flexible, and stick to the 
media rotor—who flaps between right-of-center and left-of-center 
position—that they’ll have a better chance of winning elections.

But that’s a game that has less utility the more times you play 
it, because every time you switch positions, you seem untrust-
worthy, you seem like a flip-flopper. And one of the most fascinat-
ing results from the 2004 election was exit polls where people said, 
“Well, I don’t really agree with George W. Bush on the issues, but 
I respect his consistency and the fact that he seems to believe in 
his heart that he is doing the right thing.” And, of course, the most 
withering criticism that Republicans made of John Kerry was that 
he was a flip-flopper—which, by the way, has sexual connotations.

You covered the 2004 political elections as the Chief Cor-
respondent for the Village Voice. Could you share some of 
the more exciting stories you covered for that campaign?

The most exciting piece…well, you’ve heard of the phrase 

shoe-leathering journalism? It means journalism where you go 
out and walk a lot, do a lot of reporting and wear the leather off 
your shoes. That’s kind of like the gold standard perspective on 
journalism. But someone said, I don’t remember who, that people 
need to value higher ass-well journalism—journalism that comes 
from doing research from your chair. The most exciting thing I did 
for the Village Voice was piece on which I reported on a memo I 
got a hold of; it wasn’t a thing on the campaign trail. Through a 
source whom I called Deep Faith (like Deep Throat), a Pentecos-
tal, demonstrated that top officials and top aides to Karol Rove in 
the Bush White House were meeting with apocalyptic Christians 
and presenting their concerns that Bush’s Israel policy comported 
with biblical prophecy—that Jesus will come back and the world 
will light up on fire, etc., etc. Ever since the foundation of the state 
of Israel, a lot of evangelicals have been reading world history 
through this lens of prophecy and the Book of Daniel the Book 
of Revelation. So I was able to report that Bush didn’t take those 
ideas seriously but certainly took the ideas of those who held 
them seriously and was seeking their approval in a unique way. 
That was probably one of the most widely read things I ever did.

Fair enough, how did you feel about the tone in 
the 2004 election and how it is either similar to or dif-
ferent from the tone of the current election season?

Well, of course, the tone that Republican Party took against 
John Kerry was vicious. They accused him of faking the story in 
which he won distinction during Vietnam. And the tone of the 
campaign was dominated by this third-party political group, Swift 
Boat Veterans for Truth, which was backed by these shadowy bil-
lionaires devoted to destroying John Kerry’s reputation and char-
acter through some very slimy, dishonest methods.  How is that 
different from the campaign now? I think that is pretty similar 
actually. I think that that was a pioneering use of third-party, non-
accountable funding sources for attack campaigns on the candi-
dates. Now it’s only the Republicans attacking each other, but just 
you wait! It was pretty striking actually – in 2008, it was almost 
like a vacation. John McCain was pretty mild in his attacks on 
Barack Obama. I think he was really worried about being accused 
of racism. But I remember seeing John Kerry speak during the 
New Hampshire primary and seeing how he had made his buddies 
– from the Vietnam War, from the swift boat he commanded – a 
crucial part of his campaign, and I immediately thought to myself 
as a student of the history of the 60’s and 70’s, how the right is going 
to try to turn that against him by picking up on his anti-war activ-
ism. He was a leader of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War, in 
which he accurately accused soldiers in Vietnam of atrocities, and 
I immediately feared that they were going to tie him to very unpop-
ular anti-war activists like Jane Fonda and that’s what happened.

Back to your books, in your book Before the Storm, 
you examine the rise of a new kind of type of conservatism 
in the 1960s. We were wondering what impact this move-
ment had on the American populists and how you think this 
movement might have impacted current Republican lead-
ers, such as Newt Gingrich or any of the other candidates.

Actually, New Gingrich was asked in the last debate (all the 
candidates were asked), what they have done to contribute to the 
conservative movement, which is a fascinating question itself. You 
would never hear a Democrat ask at a debate how they contribute 
to the liberal movement.  It shows that the Republican Party has 
become a vector for an ideological movement.  But he responded 
by saying he been professionally dedicated to the advance of the 
conservative movement ever since 1964 when he attended some 
sort of organized meeting for Barry Goldwater.  Now, I mentioned 
that Republicans these days are more likely than Democrats to 
shade the truth; as a matter of fact, Newt Gingrich was a supporter 
of Nelson Rockefeller for President. Maybe he was a supporter of 
Barry Goldwater, too, but at least in 1968 he was a Rockefeller 
Republican. So I question that story, but the point is that if you 
want to establish the Republican Party as conservative, that’s the 
lone star, that’s the cornerstone of conservative identity. Now the 
irony, as I write here in my book, is that Barry Goldwater lost that 
election in just about the biggest landslide up to that point.  And 
the pundits immediately declared that America had just shown 
itself to be pretty much permanently a liberal nation and that the 
Republican party had to purge the conservatives if they wanted to 
continue to exist as a competitive force in American political life. 
What I showed in my book, however, was at the grassroots and the 
level of party structure, the Republican Party had already trans-
formed itself into a vehicle of conservatism. And the one main-
stream Republican that had not abandoned Barry Goldwater, 
Richard Nixon, had done so in the understanding that he would 
be able to cash these chips in, in 1968. The Republican conserva-
tive movement had created independent infrastructure and was 
able to kind of harvest the kind of anti-liberal rage that I write 
about in my next book Nixonland, coming out of the turmoil 
of the 1960s. So Barry Goldwater is often described as the John 
the Baptist for Ronald Reagan, who won in 1980 for the same 
platform and, in fact, received his first major national exposure 
as pull-out politician, of course he had been a famous actor be-
fore then and did a famous televised speech for Barry Goldwater.

Rick Perlstein’s writing has appeared in Slate, Rolling Stone, the New York Times, the Washington Post, Columbia Jour-
nalism review, and the new yorker. his books include Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of America 
and Before The Storm: Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the American Consensus, both of which received glowing 
reviews across the political spectrum. From 2003 to 2005, he covered presidential campaigns for the Village Voice. He has 
a B.A. in history from the University of Chicago and pursued a Ph.D. in American Culture at the University of Michigan.
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electronic voting from home and so forth. 
The political structure is not interested in 
change because, as far as the politicians are 
concerned, the fewer people that come out, 
the better. They have a greater chance of get-
ting their voters out to the polls. Without a 
major scandal it is a little hard to imagine 
it changing. I would love it to change, but 
to be realistic, they are not going to make it 
harder on themselves to get elected. 

There are continued improvements in 
transparency, and the Nutter administra-
tion has been much better on transparency 
than others. There really needs to be a seri-
ous upgrade of the city’s web and electronic 
system. Part of it is mindset: are you will-
ing to be transparent? Still, part of it is the 
technology, and the city is somewhere in 
the 1820’s when it comes to technology. Its 
website is not good, so even when they try 
to be transparent it is tough for the ordi-
nary citizens to navigate a really jerrybuilt 
system. That will take an investment and a 
lot of will power to make it really work.

Some have proposed mandatory voting as 
a way to increase political involvement. 
Others have also endorsed non-partisan 
voter-information pamphlets at polling 
places. What do you think of those ideas? 
Do you think they could help in Philadel-
phia?

I think it is really worth taking a look at the 
idea of mandatory voting. In the countries 
that have it, it seems to encourage a genuine 
interest in issues and in going to the poll-
ing places. People are not going because 
they are being penalized. I think the worst 
thing that happens in Australia is you get a 
little note saying you have misbehaved, so 
nobody’s being punished for it, but because 
they know it is an obligation of citizenship 
they pay more attention and they go. The 
numbers in the United States are getting so 
bad that it would really be worth taking a 
close look at that idea and at what happens 
elsewhere.

I am not so sure about pamphlets because 
you are asking people to stop at the poll-
ing place and devote a lot of time at that 
particular moment. We are trying to put 
more non-partisan information about the 
candidates up on our website, so I think 
the answer really is: make it available on the 
web, do it really well (and we just started, 

so I would not claim that we are doing it 
really well yet), and have it done by a non-
partisan group. The downside of that is that 
that information can get very vanilla. It is a 
question of are they asking the right ques-
tions and is all of the relevant information 
covered.

We have seen voting scandals in Wisconsin 
and Indiana, as well some voting recounts 
in all branches and at all levels of govern-
ment.  Do you believe voting is a generally 
fair, transparent process or if there are per-
haps more uncertain even illegal manipu-
lations than most Americans would think?

I think most elections are reasonably hon-
est. It’s an inherently flawed process. It only 
happens a few times a year. It happens dif-
ferently in different places. Even single 
states might have five different ways of 
doing it. It’s usually handled by amateurs, 
I would say. Maybe it’s professionally run, 
but it’s implemented by people often with-
out training or recent training. Philadel-
phia has a mandate I believe that you can 
be trained once. So if you are the judge of 
elections running a polling place and you 
have been doing it for 60 years, the last time 
you could have been trained could’ve been 
during the Korean War. It’s not a perfect 
process, but there is no evidence that it’s 
corrupt or mostly corrupt, and it seems that 
the problems with the Iowa caucuses are a 
function of accidents and mistakes.

The committee recently law had this as-
sessment passed that oversees lobbyists. 
Do you think lobbyists are a main source 
of political corruption? How do you think 
lobbying differs at the state and local level?

Well, lobbying is legal, and it can be helpful. 
Lobbyists have an undeservedly bad reputa-
tion. We favored a lobbyist registration act, 
so that if you were lobbying for a particu-
lar business or cause, the public was able to 
know that. We favored disclosure in terms 
of how much time and money was really 
spent on it: did a public official get a gift as 
a result of your lobbying? – Because that is 
not exactly illegal…in Philadelphia. So, we 
favor some regulation of it but the upside 
of lobbying is that it’s constitutionally-pro-
tected and it’s a form of free speech, really. 
And often lobbyists will bring information 
to the debate that is valuable. So, it’s kind 
of a mistake to view them as evil. But their 

work still needs to be at least semi-public, 
and there needs to be limits placed on what 
they can do. It’s certainly more intense at 
the state level. In Philadelphia, there aren’t 
that many issues that capture the attention 
of companies or lobbyists or unions, for 
that matter. Most of what goes through City 
Council, for instance, is fairly mundane. At 
the state level, there’s a lot more people to 
lobby, a lot more territory to cover—so a lot 
of money. And it’s a lot more impenetrable, 
it’s like another world. So, in order to get 
anything accomplished, really, just about 
any group—whether it’s a company or a 
progressive advocacy group—has to assign 
something or assign someone to get it done. 
And that person becomes the lobbyist. 

Should Pennsylvania judges continue to be 
elected? Do you believe that political dy-
namics affect courtroom judgments?

I definitely believe that political dynam-
ics affect courtroom decisions—not all 
the time, maybe not even the majority of 
the time. But do judges make decisions 
with an eye on reelection? Absolutely. At 
the appellate level, I think there should be 
merit selection; I don’t think that you want 
the highest-level judges in the state to be 
dependent upon campaign contributions 
from lawyers and so forth. I have heard a 
good argument for election at the local level 
from judges who feel like it made them bet-
ter on the bench to have to campaign. As a 
practical matter, even merit-selection is po-
litically influenced. Someone once said to 
me, “It’s best not to try to take politics out of 
politics.” Whoever’s picking the nominat-
ing panel, whoever’s making the ultimate 
choice is making a political decision. 

It’s still difficult to get good information 
about judicial candidates, though. Conse-
quently, people are getting elected to office 
based on name or ballot position or other 
oddball things that have nothing to do with 
their qualifications. It’s a little different with 
a city councilperson or a mayor; there’s a lot 
more attention given to those races from 
the old media and the new media. When 
you get down to the common pleas court 
level, if you can find out where this candi-
date went to school, that’s a big deal! So you 
have almost no help in making your deci-
sion. That’s another place where more non-
partisan information could come in handy.

What is your assessment of the Nutter 
administrations thus far both in terms of 
transparency and policy?

Well, first, they are working under very dif-
ficult circumstances. It seems to be easing 
up now of course, but the mayor got hit by 
the economy not long after taking office, so 
it is a little hard to judge him or his adminis-
tration, especially in comparison to others. 
Generally speaking, City Hall is perceived 
as being run with more integrity and being 
run somewhat more efficiently, but people 
– including me – are a little troubled that 
there have not been bolder moves. Other 
municipalities have taken greater advan-
tage of this topsy-turvy situation to make 
change and Philadelphia has not done a lot 
of that.

Are there kinds of specific areas where you 
would like to see bigger changes?

Well, the big one is the cost of city pen-
sions. That got out of control in the seven-
ties and sixties when Frank Rizzo was the 
mayor and when he was interested in pleas-
ing groups, particularly the city police. But 
now, the pension cost is gobbling up a huge 
percentage of the budget and therefore it 
means that instead of delivering services 
to neighborhoods, the pensions are being 
underwritten. So, in that area in particular 
there needs to be pension reform.

I think that you were touching on the 
Deferred Retirement Option Program 
(DROP) in your last answer. The program 
notoriously allows some city government 
workers to collect both paychecks and pen-
sion payouts simultaneously. One Council-
woman retired for exactly one day, in order 
to do so. How has the Committee of Sev-
enty dealt with the issue?

Well DROP, to be fair…we were the first to 
come against DROP and stayed with that 
issue from 2008 through last year. It was an 
important issue to us, but it really was only 
a tiny part of the pension problem. It is the 
part that infuriated Philadelphians – espe-
cially the one-day resignation by an elected 
official, so in that sense it was good that it 
got people outraged and involved. But they 
also need to understand there is a much 
bigger pension crisis beyond that. There 
were some reforms in the DROP program 
and it is not nearly as objectionable now as 
it was, but still it is a hot-button issue for 
Philadelphians.

Do you think there’s any chance that that 
might be resolved in any way?

Well, what has been done so far is that 
newly elected officials aren’t allowed in the 
program, so that takes care of the biggest 
abuse. The second biggest thing in terms 
of DROP trouble was there was a guaran-
teed interest rate that was very high for this 

money that was set aside, and that has been 
changed so it floats at a much lower level. 
Those are two very big reforms, but I don’t 
think that this government is going to be 
able get rid of it anytime soon, or wants to 
get rid of it anytime soon, because they do 
not want to anger city employees or their 
families. In Philadelphia, that is a very big 
voting bloc because people who work in the 
city government, except for cops, must live 
in the city. When the framers of the Charter 
came up with that provision sixty years ago, 
it seemed like a good idea, but as time goes 
by it has had an unintended consequence, 
which is that the city workers are a huge 
voting bloc and if you anger them, you have 
trouble getting re-elected. The mayor wants 
to get rid of DROP but there are no votes 
for it in City Council because those people 
do not want to risk their job security. 

Is there a specific policy that you could 
envision supporting to increase voter par-
ticipation and political transparency in 
Philadelphia?

They are two different issues. Voter partici-
pation would be affected by some liberal-
ization of the voting policies so that people 
had more time to vote; if they can do it over 
a three- or four-day period or cast a vote 
over absentee ballot easily. Here [in Penn-
sylvania] you have to have a real reason to 
cast by absentee ballot. There are definitely 
other ideas being talked about that include 

Zack Stalberg became President and CEO of the Committee of Seventy in 
2005 and has helped to revitalize the organization and transform it into a 
nationally-recognized political watchdog group. The Committee has tak-
en on “pay-to-play” campaign contributions, filing suit against all of the 
2007 mayoral candidates in a case that went all the way to the Supreme 
Court. The Committee has tirelessly worked to force government officials 
to be honest and transparent with the citizens of Philadelphia. Prior to his 
work with the Committee Stalberg spent twenty years as Editor of the Pu-
litzer Prize-winning Philadelphia Daily News. Stalberg first made a name 
for himself when he convinced Mayor Frank Rizzo—who had been ac-
cused of bribing a rival—to take a polygraph test. Rizzo failed the polygraph 
test, which effectively ended the promising politician’s career. Stalberg is a 
graduate of Temple University and served in Vietnam in 1969 and 1970.
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