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Penn’s political atmosphere is simultaneously impressive and unfortunate. While campus 
partisan groups o"en have substantial memberships and high levels of involvement, there is an 
obvious lack of true interest in the political process itself.

As seniors, we have had a few years to observe the transformation that occurs between 
freshman and senior year. While this school instills within its students a number of virtues like 
leadership, ambition, and service, a desire to change our country (and world) for the better 
through involvement in the public sphere is largely absent. If there were two broad forces that 
shape Western society, they would be business and policy. While Penn has clearly mastered 
the former, we have not yet come close to mastering the second. Groups like Penn Political 
Coalition, Penn-in-Washington, and other non-partisan organizations will go a long way in 
fostering an atmosphere of political engagement. #e administration should support this e!ort 
both with funding opportunities and access to university leaders.

It’s hard to fault the Penn student body for a lack of interest in political and government 
careers. A"er all, watching CNN for just ten minutes would dissuade any rational person 
from entering a system that has seemingly become more corrupt and bureaucratic than ever 
before. Our government — a regulatory body that is supposed to promote the free market and 
American dream of success based on merit — adheres to a more twisted quid pro quo standard 
of operation than we were raised to believe. It is exactly this sad hypocrisy that discourages 
many intelligent students from involving themselves in organizations that seek to change 
policy. Graduate school and the private sector undoubtedly o!er an alluring career path — and 
Penn students should seek to choose a post-graduate position that best meets their aspirations 
and talents. But going into a variety of $elds of study or into business does not preclude an 
active interest in our political system and changing it for the better — even if change doesn’t 
come about for years. 

As I step down from my tenure as Editor-in-Chief – much of our 2011 Executive Board 
graduates this May – I’m con$dent that Penn Political Review will continue to be a non-
partisan platform for critical analysis and exploration of domestic and international politics. 
#is year will be an exceptionally intriguing one as we observe and participate in an election 
cycle that will have consequences for the future of our country. I have complete con$dence in 
the 2012 Executive Board’s ability to maintain the principles we have sought to operate by since 
the magazine’s founding in 2003.

Some of the greatest minds of our generation reside right here on campus. Moving forward, 
the political crisis of con$dence we face will undoubtedly require truly exceptional people to 
solve it. I hope that some of these people can name Penn as their alma mater.

             Ned Shell, Editor-in-Chief

"#$$#% &%'( $)# #*+$'%  
Dear Penn Political Review readers:

Not pictured: Melissa Roberts
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STORY BY BEN BIRAN

High unemployment, extensive debt, 
a large trade deficit, swelling poor relief 
rolls, and an upsurge in crime and im-
morality have culminated in an ominous 
social malaise. The country seems to be 
in shambles with leaders scrambling to 
come up with solutions. People have lit-
erally occupied the streets demanding 
jobs and radical change from their gov-
ernment. I am sure you already know I 
am describing the US, but what you don’t 
know is that I am describing the 1780s. 
That decade in our nation’s history was 
rife with economic problems through 
the turbulent times of a transitory gov-
ernment (and “occupying” the streets 
is not as novel of an idea as you think). 

Today we hear headline statistics 
like GDP growth is X or the unemploy-
ment rate is Y, but these statistics only 
seem bad because we have learned to see 
them as bad. These make the current cri-
sis seem distant and impersonal. I mean, 
on the surface hearing 9% unemploy-
ment implies that 91% of the workforce 
is employed which does not seem so 
bad at all. The statistics that truly cap-
ture just how deeply we are buried are 

in consumer sentiment. Only 11% of 
people think business conditions in this 
country are “good”, 47% say that jobs are 
“hard to get”, and, most ominously, only 
9% think conditions will improve in the 
next six months! Where has the Ameri-
can dream gone? TIME magazine pub-
lished a cover article recently claiming 
the end of social mobility in America. 

Our country has faced these same 
issues time and time again going as far 
back as the 1780s. That decade was the 
time of the founding fathers, the most 
respected men of our nation’s history. We 
hear of them often in the context of po-
litical debate in “what would the found-
ing fathers do if they were alive today?” 
Let me first point out what a fallacy of an 
argument that is because of the radically 
different world they lived in it would be 
impossible to tell how they would have 
acted today. However, their philosophies 
and mindsets would be most appropriate 
to examine to find guidance for today.

On its most basic level the people 
of the 18th century saw economics radi-
cally different than we see the science 
today. Then economics was innately 

tied to morality. The moral health of 
the person was directly connected to 
his economic health. The philosopher 
David Hume, a large influence on both 
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson, 
believed that in every person industry 
and humanity were inexorably linked. 
Hume said the government must pro-
mote virtue in its populace to have a 
strong economy. Virtue was defined 
through the utilitarian concept espoused 
by 18th century philosopher Bernard 
Mandeville that anything which contrib-
utes to the long-run welfare of society 
is virtuous in a modern, realistic sense. 

In the decade following America’s 
first economic crisis, the founding fa-
thers looked towards finding methods 
for people to contribute to the long-run 
welfare of society, or, in other words, 
to be virtuous, which would enable the 
nation to have a strong economy. They 
wanted to give the people the tools in 
order to produce something of value 
for society. During that time America 
was an agricultural based economy ex-
porting a large portion of the world’s 
foodstuffs. So in order to empower the 

AN ECONOMY OF IDEAS
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people to produce something of value 
the government devised ways to give 
them land and markets. Through land 
purchases with foreign nations and na-
tive tribes, legislation, and access to 
credit, the government gave the people 
plenty of opportunity to get land and 
start producing goods for export. Ad-
ditionally, the government pursued trea-
ties to gain access to main waterways on 
the continent and access to foreign mar-
kets so that there would be incentive for 
the people to produce these goods. The 
Louisiana Purchase, the Jay Treaty, and 

the War of 1812 all served the purpose 
of giving Americans the opportunity to 
earn a living doing what America does 
best, growing foodstuffs for the world. 
Thus our country was able to pull out of 
economic distress by giving people the 
resources to produce value. This leads to 
the question gnawing our nation today, 
how do we fix our current problems?

Here I do not claim to provide the 
holy grail of answers, nor do I claim to 
have any real concrete solutions. But I 
do think we can look towards the ideas 
of the founders in finding a way to pro-
vide the resources so that Americans can 
go out on their own and produce some-
thing of value to the world. We could do 
the same thing the founding fathers did 
then and dish out land to people, but ag-
riculture accounts for a paltry 1% of our 
GDP so even if we doubled our agricul-
tural output we would not have made a 
dent. Nor are we a manufacturing-based 
economy anymore. In 1955 the top five 
employers in America were GM, U.S. 
Steel, General Electric, Chrysler, and 
Standard Oil of New Jersey. All of these 
companies were industrial and produced 
either raw materials or products for di-
rect consumption. On the other hand, to-
day the top five employers are Walmart, 
IBM, UPS, Target, and Kroger. These 
are all service companies who produce 
intangible value for society through 
retail, consulting, and other services. 

Look at a flagship American com-
pany in Apple. It is the epitome of the 
modern American company, which has 
its roots as a garage-based start-up. Ev-
ery product it produces, however, is 
manufactured in China. America is no 
longer the industrial manufacturing gi-
ant it once was, even China is already 
beginning to lose its monopoly on cheap 
manufacturing to countries like Viet-
nam and Thailand. We should not be 
looking for solutions to our problems 
in revitalizing domestic manufacturing. 
Our chief export is no longer foodstuffs 

or materials, but ideas and knowledge 
to 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 revolu-
tion is towards a service-based economy 
where knowledge is what we do best. The 
growth of TED conferences shows how 
we are focused on knowledge. We even 
hosted a TED conference here at Penn 
based on ideas worth spreading. In order 
to empower the American people today 
to produce something of value for the 
world we need the tools necessary to take 
part in the grand export of knowledge. 
We need to give the opportunity to revi-
talize ourselves so that we can revitalize 
our economic situation. As the philoso-
phy of the founding fathers dictated, giv-
ing the people the tools to be virtuous by 
producing long-run value to society we 
shall overcome any economic difficulty. 

Among the many, many ways we as 
a nation can empower people to pro-
duce something great in our knowledge-
based economy, I propose giving them 
a better education. The current public 
education system was created in the 
early 20th century for the sole purpose 
of producing industrial workers. The 
subjects given preference were math 
and languages. The educational system 
discourages being wrong. The top stu-
dents 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 problems 
for us today. Producing knowledge and 
ideas is all about innovation and creativ-
ity. It seems peculiar then that across 
America the subjects most dedicated to 
creativity such as art and music are al-
ways given the backseat. We need to 
train people for our current economic 
revolution. I am no educational expert, 
but I can tell you that an educational 
system that was developed in the 1900s 
to produce efficient factory workers will 

not be the best one to produce inventors 
and thinkers for our current economy. 

Just as the founding fathers want-
ed to create more access to land and 
markets, we need to create more ac-
cess to education. Education is the ba-
sis of knowledge. Borrowing from a 
Ben Franklin aphorism on 37th street, 
“Genius without education is like sil-
ver in the mine.” We need to get more 
people into more educational programs. 
Whether it be traditional colleges, com-
munity colleges, training programs, or 
even seminars a service-based economy 
cannot thrive without a populace able to 
produce the ideas and knowledge that 
we send out to the world. I applaud uni-
versities for developing free open course 
systems to increase universal access 
to top-quality education and training. 

The founding fathers had a strong 
grasp on what was necessary to have a 
functioning society. As times change so 
does our surrounding, but the same way 
they solved problems in 1780, we can do 
today in 2011. We need to provide the op-
portunities to produce something of value 
for the world so that, just like back then, 
the people have something better to do 
than sit around and “occupy” city hall.     f 

WHILE THE NUMBER OF TED TALKS POSTED ONLINE HAS EXPLODED SINCE 2005, 
THE PERCENTAGE GROWTH IN U.S. INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTION HAS ONLY RECENTLY 

CLIMBED BACK UP TO POSITIVE PERFORMANCE FROM BELOW ZERO. 

DATA FROM THE WEBSITES OF 
TECHNOLOGY, ENGINEERING, DESIGN 

AND THE U.S. FEDERAL RESERVE.
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STORY BY URJA MITTAL !"#$%"&' SIYUAN CAO
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much of a good thing. Deliberation and 
debate in the U.S. Congress is a prime ex-
ample. In recent years, polarization and 
gridlock have become the noms de jour 
— the day-to-day vocabulary and jargon 
— in and around Washington, where pol-
iticians and pundits alike have accepted 
Congressional inaction as the status quo. 
Bemoaning such legislative logjam has 
almost become a national pastime. But it 
shouldn’t have to be so, particularly in a 
country that has strived to form a “more 
perfect Union” since its very beginning.

Since the late 1970s, Congress has 
seen increasing levels of polarization. 
With the passage of time, more mem-
bers are voting along party lines, and 
each party holds increasingly disparate 
policy positions, as shown by a number 
of scholars, including Nolan McCarty, 
Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal. 
These academics have also demonstrated 
that party polarization has brought with 
it gridlock — an increasing inability of 
Congress “to broach and secure policy 
compromise on issues high on the na-
tional agenda,” as defined by Brookings 
senior fellow Sarah Binder. The result? 
Congressional immobility. According 
to McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal, “the 

ten least polarized congressional terms 
produced almost sixteen significant 
enactments per term, whereas the ten 
most polarized terms produced slightly 
more than ten.” Today, Congress finds 
it increasingly difficult to see eye to eye 
on any issue of primary importance, in-
cluding, most recently, the federal debt.

Of course, not every congressman 
needs to agree with every one of his 
peers across the aisle in order for laws to 
be passed or for government to function. 
After all, disagreement about political 
philosophies and government policies 
lies at the foundation of America’s two-
party system. It allows for deliberation 

over key issues in place of one-sided tyr-
anny. But dissent in Congress comes with 
a purpose, which is policymaking. Vot-
ers elect congressmen to formulate leg-
islation, not to argue and philosophize 
endlessly. For legislation to pass with 
the requisite majority votes, a certain 
level of compromise is usually necessary.

Contrary to popular belief today, 

congressional compromise is not im-
possible. After all, in earlier eras of less 
polarization and gridlock, legislative 
output was approximately 60 percent 
more than what it is today. Today, in 
order to maximize our productivity in 
the current political environment, Con-
gress must take some new initiatives.

The effects of legislative inaction 
were on full display this past year, first in 
the summer’s debt ceiling negotiations 
and then in the Supercommittee’s strug-
gles this fall. A ‘will they, won’t they’ ten-
sion filled the air in and around the Belt-
way as Congress sought compromise on 
the reduction of the federal debt. But in 

August, the national legislature failed to 
reach a long-term agreement, and when 
it handed the task to a deficit panel, that 
too was unsuccessful in reaching com-
mon ground. By December, the debt ne-
gotiations left Washington in despair not 
only over the national economy, but also 
over the political future of the country.

Disappointing dissolutions like 

POLARIZATION AND GRIDLOCK MAY END 
UP BEING USEFUL MECHANISMS YET.

UNIONA MORE
PERFECT

OC 1D Rank of Representative (Liberal - Conservative)
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these have prompted commentators 
like former Office of Management and 
Budget director Peter Orszag to propose 
some innovative solutions. In a Sep-
tember 2011 essay in The New Republic, 
Orszag suggested new rules to alleviate 
the overwhelming “legislative inertia” 
that Congress faces today. He recom-
mended automatic stabilizers, triggers, 
and independent institutions.  Auto-
matic stabilizers are economic measures 
dependent upon the state of the econ-
omy, such as the progressive tax code, 
in which lower incomes correspond to 
lower taxes, and thus soften the blow of 
an economic downturn. An example of 
a trigger is the set of default spending 
reductions that the Supercommittee was 
tasked with avoiding (through the con-
sensus that was never reached). Lastly, 
an independent institution would be a 
commission tasked with coming up with 
policy solutions to the nation’s most 
critical issues, such as the health care 
system, outside of Congressional cham-
bers and away from legislative gridlock. 
Automatic stabilizers, triggers, and com-
mission policy measures are implement-
ed unless Congress agrees to veto them. 
As in a “Choose Your Own Adventure” 
book, where the reader can choose 

where the story goes by either turn-
ing to the next page or skipping ahead 
in the book, Congress can choose to 
change the status quo, but the status quo 
has switched from inaction to action.

Orszag’s recommendations are 
excellent solutions to America’s po-
litical ailments, precisely because they 
transform the tone of political debate 
in Washington. Action becomes a con-
structive guarantee. When an automatic 
trigger is put in place, it should be for 
an action that the parties agree is neces-
sary, such as spending cuts. The fact that 
the trigger may not be the ideal form for 
doing so may actually spur members to 
act in consensus to reverse it (as was the 
initial intention of the Supercommittee). 
In order to avoid unwanted or continual 
change, triggers and other such policy 
reform should be used wisely and spar-
ingly, in areas where gridlock is great-
est and action is most needed. This will 
ensure that the approach of Congress 
members toward the most difficult leg-
islation will change from choosing to 
act to choosing which action to take.

The Economist and other publica-
tions have challenged Orszag’s propos-
als, asking how Congress will be able to 
place these limitations on itself. But if 

this summer’s debt-ceiling negotiations 
taught us anything, it was this: If Con-
gress wants to force automatic action, it 
only has to think about what the other 
party likes least and then legislate its oc-
currence. If both parties do so, Congress 
will have a set of triggers at hand. And if 
the triggers are the yield of an unpleasant 
process whereby almost half of the legis-
lative chambers is unhappy with them, 
then they should be all the more effec-
tive for prompting a reactive policymak-
ing process. Congress members are ad-
ept at placing chains on their colleagues 
and themselves for their own party’s 
self-proclaimed “victory.” This was evi-
dent this past August in the legislation 
of automatic defense spending cuts when 
the debt ceiling was raised. Polarization 
and gridlock may end up being useful 
mechanisms yet, if only for reviving a 
stagnating policymaking environment.

Thus, recovering from legislative 
paralysis remains a possibility, even 
with polarized party politics. Simple and 
sparse measures, such as automated ac-
tion, can bring the government back 
on track to fixing America’s problems 
and moving the country forward. 

UNION

NAT IONAL

graph from voteview.com
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Mitt Romney appears to be the likeliest 
GOP presidential candidate to capture the 
nomination and challenge President Barack 
Obama. Romney’s biography on his 2012 
campaign website reads, “Mitt is not a ca-
reer politician. He has spent most of his life 
in the private sector, giving him intimate 
knowledge of how our economy works. 
But he has also been an outstanding public 
servant.” However, a"er extensive analysis 
of Gov. Romney’s record on public policy 
advocacy and in the corporate arena, the 
evidence suggests a far di!erent narrative. 
Gov. Romney represents the prototypical 
politically expedient o5cial who repeat-
edly shi"s positions on core issues of prin-
ciple. His leadership at a corporate entity 
that largely slashed jobs and incurred ex-
orbitant pro$t in the process also questions 
Romney’s ability to improve the Ameri-
can economy by reducing unemployment.

Mitt Romney’s attempt to label himself 
as “not a career politician” withers in light 
of his two-decade-long history of seeking 
political o5ce. Romney unsuccessfully ran 
for the US Senate in Massachusetts in 1994, 
successfully ran for Governor of Massachu-
setts in 2002, and has sought the Republi-
can nomination for president in both 2008 
and 2012. Romney has been seeking state-
wide or national political o5ce for almost 
two decades and cannot credibly consider 
himself an outsider in the realm of politics. 

#e number of campaigns that Romney 
has undertaken allows a unique opportuni-
ty to analyze his tendency to 6ip 6op on pol-
icy issues. Romney ran for statewide o5ce 
in Massachusetts as a moderate and socially 
liberal Republican who espoused in 1994 his 
belief that “abortion should be safe and le-
gal in this country.” Meanwhile, the Boston 
Globe reported that Romney stated that he 
would “do more to promote gay rights than 

Senator Kennedy.” In the 1994 US Senate 
campaign against Ted Kennedy, Romney 
forcefully argued, “I’m not trying to return 
to Reagan-Bush.” In direct contrast to past 
stances, Romney’s current positions as a 
presidential candidate include positioning 
himself as an anti-choice and anti-abortion 
rights champion, supporting a constitu-
tional amendment to the US Constitution 
to prevent gay marriage, and praising the 
trickle down economics of the Reagan era. 

As Governor of Massachusetts, Rom-
ney’s legislative priorities and public advo-
cacy on positions largely di!ered from his 
present stances. In April 2006, Gov. Rom-
ney praised and signed a Massachusetts 
health care reform law explicitly designed 
to expand access. In his book No Apology, 
Romney suggested that the Massachusetts 
health care reform law could be applied to 
the nation as an e!ective solution to the 
health care problem. In the hardcover book 
edition, Romney wrote, “We can accom-
plish the same thing for everyone in the 
country,” and in a Dan Balz article in No-
vember of 2007, Romney stated, “I was just 
across the country this week talking about 
my plan. I’m very proud of my health-care 
plan and think it should be a model for 
other states to adopt.” Romney’s Massachu-
setts bill included a government mandate 
for individuals to purchase health insur-
ance, similar to the new federal law. Rom-
ney’s current view has changed, and he now 
refers to the Massachusetts plan as a state 
solution to a state problem that should not 
be applied to the country. Gov. Romney’s 
newfound health care stance is politically 
advantageous, as it more conveniently posi-
tions him to vociferously attack the Obama 
health reform law, or the “A!ordable Care 
Act.” Ironically, MSNBC reports that the 
White House used the Massachusetts law 
as a blueprint for federal health care re-

form, as evidenced by White House o5-
cials meeting with former Romney health 
care advisers while cra"ing the Obama law. 

Romney’s position on the auto bailout 
has changed as well. Romney wrote a No-
vember 2008 op-ed in the New York Times 
entitled, “Let Detroit Go Bankrupt,” claim-
ing that government action to save the auto 
industry would mean “[kissing] the Ameri-
can automotive industry goodbye.” In light 
of the evidence proving that the Obama ad-
ministration’s decision to bail out the auto 
industry saved 1.4 million American jobs, 
the Romney campaign attempted to argue in 
May 2011 that Romney deserves “credit for 
the rebound of the auto industry” because 
he initially advocated “restructuring under 
the bankruptcy laws.” In a non-credible 
manner, Romney’s position has dramatical-
ly shi"ed from opposing government action 
to attempting to take credit for government 
funds that saved the automobile industry.

From social issues such as abortion and 
gay rights, to economic-related issues such 
as health care reform or the auto bailout, 
Mitt Romney has given new meaning to the 
phrase “6ip 6op.” Romney’s shi"ing and dy-
namic positions on core issues of principle 
speak to his remarkable ability to be con-
sistently inconsistent. #e presidency of the 
United States demands principled leader-
ship and core conviction. E!ective presiden-
tial leadership cannot be achieved through 
positions based on political convenience. 

#is inability to articulate consistent 
stances on issues reveals Romney’s blatant-
ly inauthentic nature. Conservative com-
mentator and Washington Post columnist 
George Will aptly summarized Romney’s 
unprecedented 6ip-6opping nature on 
policy questions by writing, “A straddle is 
not a political philosophy; it is what you 
do when you do not have one.” Romney’s 
lack of authenticity and noticeable ab-

MITT 

AN ANALYSIS OF ROMNEY’S RECORD
WHO IS ?ROMNEY
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sence of principles are traits that would 
run counter to an e!ective presidency. 

A close examination of his corporate 
record at Bain Capital, a Boston-based 
private equity $rm, contradicts Romney’s 
claim to job-creating expertise. Romney’s 
o5cial campaign website reads, “Mitt 
Romney has the experience and know-how 
to create jobs.” However, Bloomberg news 
reported in July 2011 that Romney’s claims 
of job creation clash with his record at Bain 
Capital of job cuts. #e nature of the duties 
of a private equity $rm CEO entail engag-
ing in practices likely to result in slashing 
jobs to produce pro$t for shareholders. 
Andy Kroll of Mother Jones reports, “Pri-
vate equity $rms like Bain are known for 
raising money from outside investors; us-
ing that money to buy up struggling com-
panies; restructuring the companies (think 
layo!s, slashing worker bene$ts, and selling 
o! pieces of the business); and $nally sell-
ing the (supposedly) leaner, meaner busi-
nesses for a pro$t.” Mitt Romney’s record of 
corporate sell-o!s at Bain Capital suggests 
that his record in the business realm more 
closely resembles a Wall Street Gordon 
Gekko than a job-creating entrepreneur.

Several examples 
document Romney’s 
Bain Capital destroy-
ing employment by 
buying out companies. 
A Washington Post ar-
ticle reported that Bain 
Capital acquired the 
company Ampad in 
1992, cut 385 jobs, and 
closed two U.S. plants, 
leaving the company 
with $392 million dol-
lars in debt when Rom-
ney le". Bain Capital 
earned $100 million 
dollars on the Ampad 
acquisition while sig-
ni$cantly downsizing 
employment. In anoth-
er example, Romney’s 
company acquired the 
$rm Dade Internation-
al in 1994, laying o! 
over 1,800 employees 
during Romney’s ten-
ure with the company. 

Further evidence to disprove Romney’s 
claims of a pristine business record includes 
a 1994 Boston Globe report that found 
Bain Capital was rescued with $10 million 
in an FDIC bailout for loan forgiveness. 
Mitt Romney personally made $4 million 
in the deal. #e evidence overwhelmingly 
suggests that Romney personally pro$ted 
as a corporate CEO by $ring American 
workers. As governor, Romney’s record on 
job creation was also dismal. #e National 
Review reports that during Mitt Romney’s 
term as governor from 2003 to 2007, Mas-
sachusetts ranked 47th among all 50 states 
in job creation. With the economy being a 
crucial voting issue for the 2012 election, 
Mitt Romney’s failed record on job creation 
should weigh heavily in voters’ minds.

GOP Presidential candidate Mitt Rom-
ney’s record reveals that he has been a self-
serving, capricious politician over the last 
two decades. Romney represents the quint-
essential politician that caters policy posi-
tions to electoral conditions to move up the 
political ladder. His policy positions have 
dramatically shi"ed over the years on so-
cial issues such as abortion and gay rights, 
as well as on $scal policy issues that encom-

pass health care and government assistance 
to the auto industry. A holistic analysis of 
Romney’s historical stances on issues sub-
stantiates White House Senior Advisor 
David Plou!e’s claim that, “If he [Rom-
ney] thought ... it was good to say the sky 
was green and the grass was blue to win an 
election, he’d say it.” Romney attempted to 
demonstrate moderate credentials in a lib-
eral Massachusetts and is now 6ip-6opping 
to please the right wing of the Republican 
Party by suddenly embracing consistently 
conservative policy positions. His tenure as 
co-founder and CEO of Bain Capital reveals 
a laundry list of job destruction through 
buyouts and sell-o!s of companies. Rom-
ney’s lack of job creation as a private sector 
leader parallels his inability to create jobs 
as governor. #e 2012 presidential election 
will serve as a choice between two visions 
for the future of the United States. Mitt 
Romney’s political opportunism will serve 
as a liability to an American electorate that 
is searching for authentic leadership. Voters 
should have no con$dence that Mitt Rom-
ney’s experience as a Wall Street-style ex-
ecutive and venture capitalist will translate 
into job creation results on Main Street.    f

 

?ROMNEY
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Pessimism reigns in the house of 
the American seer. These days, our 
nation’s pundits routinely mourn our 
crumbling infrastructure, our grid-
locked legislature, and our unsustain-
able entitlements. Most of all, though, 
they resignedly accept the rhetoric of 
American economic decline. For the 
pessimists, the age of American indus-
trial dominance has long passed. The 
competitive edge has shifted east, leav-
ing a new, “knowledge-based” economy 
in its wake: a productive, high-tech 
economy characterized by chronic un-
employment and persistently high levels 
of income inequality. Or so we are told.

On the contrary, a slew of recent 
reports have questioned the inevita-
bility of our economic decay, assert-
ing instead that a confluence of factors 
will ultimately lead to a rebirth of “the 
American phoenix.” At the forefront is 
“Made in America, Again,” an August 
2011 Boston Consulting Group (BCG) 

publication which argues that China’s 
manufacturing advantage over the US 
in a myriad of key industries will van-
ish as soon as 2015, lending a spark to 
a sluggish American economy. Add to 
the equation some carefully tweaked 
industrial policies, and the Ameri-
can optimist may yet win the day.

But first let us at least give the pes-
simists their due diligence. Manufac-
turing was a major cog in the engine 

behind America’s relentless 20th-cen-
tury economic growth. The American 
manufacturing sector, which produced 
about 40% of the world’s factory-made 
goods in the 1950s, created a solid mid-
dle class and produced booming indus-
trial hubs like Detroit and Pittsburgh. 

Today, however, fewer goods bear-
ing the “Made in America” stamp are 
produced than were in 1941. Since the 
1970s, technology-driven productivity 
gains at home, the emergence of low-
wage, industrializing countries like the 
East Asian Tigers, and a reconstructed 
Europe in an increasingly globalized 
setting have decimated the US manu-
facturing base. And the trend contin-
ues: the US Bureau of Labor Statistics 
reveals that between 2000 and 2009, 
America lost 31.2% of its manufactur-
ing jobs, and that manufacturing fell 
from 13.1% of total employment to 
9.1%.  To many experts, the result is a 
21st-century economy dependent upon 

irreplaceable services and knowledge-
based professions like design, banking, 
and technology: professions that require 
a smaller number of educated work-
ers. In our current economic state, the 
nature of these new professions is sim-
ply not conducive to new job growth.

Manufacturing, conversely, provides 
sustainable, high-paying jobs. As a Feb-
ruary 2011 Brookings Institution report 
explains, today’s factory workers make 

19.3% more than the average private sec-
tor employee, providing high-wage jobs 
for less educated laborers. Indeed, man-
ufacturing is “essential to an economic 
recovery that leads to a sustained period 
of export-oriented, innovation-fueled, 
opportunity-rich economic growth.” 
Spurring homegrown manufactur-
ing, therefore, should be a top priority.

Now for the good news: “Made in 
America” is poised to make a come-
back by 2015. At that point, predicts 
BCG, 800,000 manufacturing jobs 
will have returned to the US, ulti-
mately multiplying to 3.2 million.  

So why the sudden shift? Simple: 
soaring Chinese wages and productiv-
ity, a depreciating dollar and stagnant 
US wages, and the inherent advan-
tages of homegrown manufacturing.

Well, maybe not that simple. 
First, Chinese wages are rising 

yearly at a 15-20% clip; the advantage of 
low-cost Chinese labor, a huge factor in 

US outsourcing, is quickly vanishing. By 
contrast, American wages are barely ris-
ing at all, and maintaining an extended 
supply chain to supply North American 
markets isn’t cheap to begin with. “Fac-
tor in shipping [and] inventory costs,” 
explain our friends at BCG, “and the cost 
gap between sourcing in China and man-
ufacturing in the US will be minimal…. 
China is no longer expected to be the de-
fault low-cost manufacturing location.”

THE OPTIMIST’S 
RECOVERY

A LARGE SHIFT IN GLOBAL MANUFACTURING IS 
BEGINNING, AND THE U.S. STANDS POISED TO BENEFIT.



 WINTER 2012 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW |  11 

NAT IONAL

It’s not just about labor costs, 
though: this is also a tale of two cur-
rencies. While the value of the Chinese 
renminbi continues to rise unabated, a 
weak dollar gives foreign investors a lot 
more bang for their buck. A weak dol-
lar, spurred by the Federal Reserve’s 0% 
interest rates and quantitative easing, 
means that more companies are will-
ing to invest in the US economy. We 
are already starting to see the effects, 
points out an August 14th NPR story, 
as high-tech foreign firms like Volkswa-
gen and Samsung pour billions of dol-
lars into the US, while “Intel, GM, and 
Caterpillar and other US firms [opt] to 
stay at home rather than invest abroad.”

Finally, there are some unique ad-
vantages to producing at home. Local 
and regional manufacturers are speedier 
and more flexible than their overseas 
counterparts, reducing supply chain 
headaches. Plus, some firms are will-
ing to spend the extra money to create 
jobs at home, leading to what Sauder 
Furniture CEO Kevin Sauder calls “in-
sourcing” — like “Buy American,” but in 
reverse. Although outsourcing will still 
remain profitable due to lower corporate 
tax rates and labor costs in developing 

nations, this “home field advantage” 
might be enough to convince many firms 
that “insourcing” is the better path.

This does not mean, however, that 
China is on the downswing. “A US re-
surgence will not diminish China’s role 
as a global manufacturing power,” cau-
tions our well-cited BCG report. For 
products destined for Asia, China will 
remain a top-notch option — just not 
the default one. But some companies 
will find that, especially for complex 
products destined for North American 
markets, careful cost-benefit analy-
sis will lead to more plants in the US.

The return of American manufac-
turing is far from certain, but carefully 
designed federal and state policies can 
help to spur the trend towards a revi-
talized US manufacturing base. Prior-
ity number one: lower the federal cor-
porate tax rate. With a top rate of 35%, 
US rates are among the highest in the 
world, a big turn-off to potential foreign 
and domestic investors alike. That rate 
should be cut to 25%. Combined with 
the elimination of tax code loopholes 
and an increase in the income tax rate 
for individuals in the highest income 
bracket, the new rates would bring an at-

tractive simplicity to the US tax code in 
a revenue-neutral fashion. Furthermore, 
advises that same Brookings Institution 
report, states should “reorient their poli-
cies to support existing manufacturing 
and create advanced manufacturing cen-
ters to provide both research and educa-
tion” to accelerate domestic capabilities 
for advanced manufacturing practices.

On September 15th, 2011, MIT 
hosted a forum on “Rebuilding the 
American Economy.” At the event, MIT 
President Susan Hockfield kicked off 
the discussion by reminding its par-
ticipants of America’s economic woes 
in the mid-19th century, a time when, 
despite its struggles, the country was 
“on the cusp of the Industrial Revolu-
tion.” Throughout its history, the US 
economy has consistently bounced back 
from seemingly hopeless circumstances 
and shattered common expectations. A 
large shift in global manufacturing is 
beginning, and the US stands poised to 
benefit. Certainly, the American econ-
omy is struggling under the weight of 
far more than manufacturing malaise. 
But the promise of a rebirth of Ameri-
can manufacturing should certainly give 
us plenty of reason for optimism.   f

NAT IONAL
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:(;(8) concealed handgun, Texas Gover-
nor Rick Perry presents himself as a mod-
ern day Texas Cowboy.  In creating this 
archetype, he accomplishes two goals: First, 
he distinguishes himself among the crowd-
ed Republican $eld with a unique persona.  
Second, he associates himself with the 
brave, assertive, and dominant qualities of 
a cowboy, all of which are characteristics 
many people seek in their president.  To 
most observers, this would seem to be a sim-
ple, harmless strategy to appeal to voters.

However, despite how it appears, this 
practice demonstrates a very dangerous 
6aw intrinsic to the American electoral 
system.  #e defect is rooted in the fact that 
identities candidates create during Presi-
dential campaigns do not quietly disappear 
when a candidate is inaugurated, instead, 
the identity becomes part of the politician, 
o"en impacting the course of their presi-
dency and how the public perceives it.  #e 
American electoral process rewards candi-

balance when a President has a hardened 
identity created during their campaign.  
As an example, President George W. Bush 
embraced his “Texas Cowboy” archetype 
while approaching the Afghanistan/Iraq 
wars.  His presidency provides a case study 
for how an ingrained identity can create 
con6ict between a President’s desired im-
age domestically and abroad.  For example, 
in the a"ermath of 9/11, President Bush 
explicitly invoked the cowboy rhetoric 
when he said of the United States’ search 
for Osama Bin Laden, “I want justice.  And 
there’s an old poster out West, I recall, that 
says, ‘Wanted: Dead or Alive.’”   #is state-
ment sought to use his “cowboy” identity to 
reassure Americans, however, this strategy 
had greater consequences.  #e Telegraph, 
a British newspaper, reported back in Sep-
tember 2001 about these remarks: “Some 
advisers said that although the comments 
might be popular in America, they would 
not be welcomed by European or Arab al-
lies.”  While the comments would be ap-
pealing to Americans who supported the 
“cowboy identity,” they did not match the 
image the President needed to create when 
approaching foreign policy.  #e hard-
ened identities created during campaigns 
lead to more in6exibility regarding how 
to successfully reconcile a President’s im-
age both domestically and internationally.

Another way in which these identities 
can impact presidencies is the way in which 

they will e!ect how the American public 
perceives a president once they are in of-
$ce.  A case study of this is President Jimmy 
Carter.  A"er the Richard Nixon Presidency 
and Watergate, the country sought an out-
sider from the political system.  Carter $t 
this mold, emphasizing his outsider identi-
ty by stressing how he was merely a “peanut 
farmer” from Georgia.  While it did help 
him win the election, it also a!ected how he 
was perceived during his presidency.  Once 
he encountered di5cult crises, the thought 
of the President as a “peanut farmer” and 
outsider suddenly led people to doubt if he 
had the necessary experience and politi-
cal ability to lead the country.  Portraying 
himself as a tremendous outsider created a 
skewed perception of the President to the 
public, leading to increased scrutiny and a 
more di5cult job in rallying public support.

As the country moves toward the 2012 
Republican Primaries and Presidential elec-
tions, it is extremely important to note this 
6aw in the American electoral system.  In-
stead of rewarding these potentially harm-
ful identities, elections should focus on a 
President’s ability to govern.  Americans 
should ask candidates to highlight their 
skills and experience during their cam-
paigns.  By deemphasizing the role of iden-
tity in Presidential campaigns, the electoral 
process can revolve around $nding the best 
leaders for the country instead of creating 
di5culties for future administrations.         l

IDENTITY CRISIS IN 
AMERICAN POLITICS

dates for creating these distinctive identi-
ties by helping them be elected, however, 
these personas are o"en a detriment to a 
President’s ability to successfully govern by 
making it more di5cult for them to cre-
ate the necessary image to e!ectively lead.

First, these identities may not match 
the image the President tries to present to 
other countries.  #e appearance a Presi-
dent has with the American public will 
likely be di!erent than the one they use 
when approaching foreign policy.  #is 
con6ict becomes increasingly di5cult to 

AMERICANS SHOULD ASK 
CANDIDATES TO HIGHLIGHT THEIR 
SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE DURING 
THEIR CAMPAIGNS. 
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changed the game for black politicians. His energy, enthusiasm, 
and ability to gain support from white voters transformed pop-
ular perceptions of politics. Obama’s presidency, however, is 
also significant in that it highlights the schism that exists with-
in the black community: between the elites and the forgotten.  

For starters, President Obama took office when many 
things were going downhill. The issues were so grave and the 
repercussions so deep that the American people, to an ex-
tent, overlooked race. The vast majority of the black commu-
nity, which was facing some of the most pressing economic 
situations, looked to Obama for solutions. His campaign oc-
curred at a time when America was going through a drought 
of hope; his promise to replenish the country was invigorating. 
Obama was able to successfully market himself as the man of 
the people, as someone who would lookout for the poor. This 
campaign rhetoric resonated with 
the vast majority of black vot-
ers. Once he took office, however, 
the man of the people was forced 
to shake up Washington within 
the confinements of a bureau-
cratic system that neglects many.  

What does all of this mean moving forward? It’s simple: 
black voters are not ignorant. They did not vote for Obama 
simply because of the color of his skin. The Obama campaign 
represented a fundamental shift in the way campaigns are 
run, and more importantly, most black voters—86 percent—
were hopeful that he would finally make headway in chang-
ing the systematic inequality that exists in this country.  This 
change has not occurred. In fact, not only has the situation 
not improved, but it is actually becoming even worse.  The 
unemployment rate within the black community is at an un-
precedented high of 15.5%, which is double the 8% facing 
white America. The poverty rate among African-Americans 
has reached a record 35%, compared to only 13% among 
white citizens. Despite Obama’s progressive campaign rhet-
oric, he has not been able to uplift an entire class of people.    

Looking forward, black voters, like other members of 
economically neglected communities, realize that there is no 

such thing as a “man o f 
the people.” Despite t h e 
fact that Obama m a y 
truly have the inter-
est of the 99 percent 
at heart, it is virtual- ly 
impossible to pursue 
radical policy changes 
in Washington while 
also fighting two wars. 
Such a radical policy is 
necessary to close the 
broad distinction 
between the elite 
and those that 
live in the proj-

ects. President Obama is well aware of the challenges 
this gap poses, as evidenced by his first campaign stop 
with Al Sharpton at the National Action Network. How-
ever, no matter what campaign tactics Obama intends to 
use, it will be difficult to convince people that he fully un-
derstands their struggle after three years of inaction.

Perhaps his greater legacy will simply be his election. This 
historic gain for Black America cannot be undermined. Mov-
ing forward, black politicians can look to the precedent he set. 
At the same time, though, they will have to face a black elec-
toral base disillusioned with Obama’s inaction. A majority of 
today’s black politicians are either former civil rights activists 
or members of a fairly privileged class. Thus, as long as this 
duality persists, there will always be a disconnect between the 
majority of black voters and their leaders. Perhaps the question 
was never about race, but instead about class. If so, Obama has 
a steeper mountain to climb if he wins re-election in 2012.  

NO MATTER WHAT CAMPAIGN TACTICS OBAMA INTENDS TO USE, 

IT WILL BE DIFFICULT TO CONVINCE PEOPLE THAT HE FULLY UNDER-

STANDS THEIR STRUGGLE AFTER THREE YEARS OF INACTION.

STORY BY AYA SAED

PRESIDENT OBAMA AND BLACK POLITICS

THE NEW    KING? NOT SO FAST
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lack of respect and complete disregard for 
diplomatic protocol hints at the larger 
struggle Britain currently faces concerning 
its relationship with Europe. #e UK clearly 
has an overwhelming interest in the outcome 
of Europe’s debt crisis. Whatever decisions 
the eurozone will inevitably have widespread 
rami$cations for the entire European 
Union, of which the UK is a part. As such, 
having a strong voice in the resolution 
process should be a top national priority for 
British Prime Minister David Cameron’s 
government. However, as President 
Sarkozy’s recent comments demonstrate, 
Cameron does not yet have the amount of 
in6uence necessary to exercise any authority. 

Sarkozy’s discourteous behavior is but 
one indicator that Britain has limited say in 
European a!airs. Ever since the crisis broke 
out nearly two years ago, Germany and 
France have driven the entire resolution pro-
cess. Little input from the UK and smaller Eu-
ropean states has been considered. As a result, 
the bailout funds Greece has received thus far 
are primarily the result of Franco-German 
negotiations (and Franco-German money). 

#e notable absence of both the pres-
ent government and the previous Labour 
one in resolution discussions rea5rms 
Britain’s lack of in6uence. On the rare oc-
casion that Cameron is around, his sur-
prising inability even to procure hand-
shakes from other European leaders shows 
that his presence commands little respect. 

Cameron’s apparent insigni$cance stems 
from the greater disregard Britain has for 
European politics. #is aloofness, however, 
should not come as a surprise. #e country 
is historically uncommitted to and skeptical 
about the European project. Once an impe-
rial powerhouse whose agenda e!ectively 
determined the policies of its contemporary 
Western counterparts, the UK has had an 
undeniable superiority complex towards the 
Continent. #is pride has fostered a Brit-
ish desire to avoid further European inte-
gration and maintain their distinct identity. 

Britain’s early post-war policies clearly 
demonstrate magnitude of euroscepticism 
within the country. It refused to join the Eu-
ropean Coal and Steel Community and then 
waited years before eventually joining the 
European Economic Community, both pre-
cursors to the modern EU. Finally, in 1992, 
the UK reluctantly signed the Maastricht 
Treaty, which formally created the European 

Union. In doing so, it ensured that mecha-
nisms were implemented that would allow 
it to opt out of some social policy consider-
ations, as well as the later monetary union.

#is distance has contributed to a per-
ceived irrelevance of British concerns to 
issues within the eurozone among other 
European leaders. Since the UK does not 
participate in the monetary union and 
has fervently indicated that it has no plans 
to do so, eurozone countries o"en resent 
British involvement in monetary policy.

Yet historical identities and decisions 
do not entirely account for Cameron’s ab-
sence from the European stage. #e coun-
try’s internal domestic politics has caused it 
to propagate an unclear and unsatisfactory 
position towards Europe. It is di5cult for 
other European governments to take Brit-
ain seriously when no one—not even cabi-
net ministers or other high-ranking MPs—
knows exactly where the country stands. 

#is fact is attributable in part to the 
vulnerability of Cameron’s coalition govern-
ment. He has the di5cult task of balancing 
his party’s staunchly eurosceptic views with 
the ardently pro-Europe position of his co-
alition partners, the Liberal Democrats. 

In an e!ort to balance this precari-
ous position, the Government has sought 
to avoid discussion regarding Britain’s role 
in Europe. So far, Commons debates have 
dedicated about as much time to the Euro-
pean debt problem as they have to Scottish 
independence concerns and a recent border 
control scandal. Moreover, when Tory back-
benchers attempted to bring attention to the 
issues in Europe by calling for a referendum, 
Cameron issued a three-line whip ordering 
his party to vote no and quell all debate. Even 
more surprisingly, the Commons decided 
to go ahead with the scheduled autumn re-
cess, even though a similar recess was cut 
short earlier this year to address the far-less-
pressing News of the World scandal. By re-
fusing to confront the issue directly, Britain 
is only exacerbating its ambiguity problem.

#is lack of clarity, which has severely 
weakened Britain’s sway in the resolution 
process, also has roots outside of Westmin-
ster. Di!erent high-ranking o5cials have 
been advocating disparate policies and so-
lutions to the problem. On the one hand, 
Cameron has pushed to allow the European 
Central Bank to become the lender-of-last-
resort that Europe currently lacks, a move 
that violates the institution’s intended mis
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sion. On the other hand, Mervyn King, the 
Governor of the Bank of England, has made 
clear to the media that he strongly disagrees 
that this drastic measure is necessary. He 
believes that eurozone countries have both 
the means and the capacity to provide ad-
equate bailout funds to their debt-ridden 
countries. #ough disagreements between 
prominent political $gures are not un-
usual, it is important that members of the 
Government act in accordance with and 
in support of each other on the interna-
tional stage in order to be taken seriously.

Britain, however, should want to over-
come these internal political obstacles, 
instead of sitting idly by. #e domestic 
economic rami$cations of a crisis resolu-
tion without strong British in6uence are 
profound. For example, France and Ger-
many are currently pushing to implement 
a new $nancial transaction tax across Eu-
rope that would unfairly target the City 
of London, the $nancial capital of the 
Union. #ough the tax provides a simple 
method of raising money for cash-
strapped European governments, it 
would also have the adverse e!ect of 
driving business out of the UK. Unless 
Cameron makes a strong e!ort in op-
position, this resolution is likely to pass.

Furthermore, if Germany, led by 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, and France 
are unable to solve the problem them-
selves and European markets fall into 
greater disarray, Britain will not be 
immune from the consequences. A 
European economic collapse would in-
duce a worldwide depression that some 
have claimed would negate many of the 
increased living standards on the Con-
tinent since World War II. #ough the 
UK is presently experiencing severe eco-
nomic hardship, the a"ermath of a Eu-
ropean collapse would be incomparable.

An idle Britain also carries severe domes-
tic political consequences. Unless another 
political force assumes some leadership 
role in the current negotiations, a Franco-
German hegemon will dominate post-crisis 
European politics. #ese two countries see 
greater $scal unity among eurozone states 
as the solution to the current crisis, as well 

as a means of preventing such a crisis in the 
future. As a non-eurozone state, the UK 
would $nd itself restricted in EU a!airs by 
a large bloc with uni$ed $scal policies set 
forth by France and Germany. Such a pre-
dicament would only lead to decreased na-
tional sovereignty in the form of increased 
regulations created and enacted by this bloc.

Moreover, if a European economic 
collapse occurs, the current Tory gov-
ernment would face serious domestic 
hostility. Since his election in 2010, Cam-
eron has implemented a number of aus-
terity measures within the UK, includ-
ing large spending cuts and tax increases. 
#e public would $nd his already un-
popular policies even more distasteful 
and could cause his coalition to collapse.

Britain can still overcome these prob-
lems of history. It’s time for the Prime 
Minister to get o! the sidelines and dem-
onstrate to European leaders that he will 
do what it takes to ensure that Britain’s in-
terests are considered and accommodated. 

First, Cameron should concern himself 
less with the Tory/Liberal-Democrat coali-
tion. Liberal Democrat Leader Nick Clegg 
is unlikely to contest an increased British 
role in European a!airs, even if that in-
creased role leads to a treaty change that 
ultimately takes power away from Brus-
sels. Such a move might cost his party its 
position in the Government and thus pre-
clude it from achieving other future policy 
goals. Cameron can also $nd comfort in 
the fact that Clegg demonstrated his will-
ingness to accept Tory policies that con-
6ict with Liberal Democrat ideology when 
he accepted the stringent Conservative 
austerity measures passed late last year.

Cameron should additionally foster 
rather than prevent debate regarding Eu-
rope within the House of Commons. Such 
a move will help Britain develop a clear, 
uni$ed position and allow MPs and Euro-
pean leaders to decipher exactly what the 
UK stands for. #is understanding is an 
obvious requisite if the UK hopes to have 
any type of impact outside its borders.

Cameron can also help his cause by 
reaching out to and leading a coalition of 
non-eurozone states. #is move will add 
strength to his voice and create a strong coun-
terweight to Franco-German leadership. 

Finally, and perhaps a bit distressingly, 
Cameron may have to accept that Eu-
rope will become much more integrated 
in the future. If greater $scal integration 
does not occur, another crisis of this scale 
could happen again. Rather than seeking 
to prevent any such integration, Cameron 
should instead seek to minimize its impact 
on the UK. He can negotiate to ensure that 
any sovereign powers delegated to Euro-

pean institutions for the sake of economic 
stability are balanced with the return of 
other powers back to the UK, like the 
opt-outs in social and employment law it 
lost with the passage of the Lisbon Treaty.  

Cameron may feel that his only choice 
is to sit back and wish the eurozone luck in 
its endeavors. However, such a policy is not 
the only option and, if he continues to pur-
sue it, will be incredibly detrimental to the 
future economic and political structure of 
the UK. Cameron should stand up and take 
a lead outside of his borders. Otherwise, his 
country risks obsolescence in a post-crisis 
Europe dominated by French and German 
dictates.

CAMERON SHOULD STAND UP 

AND TAKE A LEAD OUTSIDE OF HIS BORDERS. 

OTHERWISE, HIS COUNTRY RISKS OBSOLESCENCE IN 

A POST-CRISIS EUROPE DOMINATED BY FRENCH AND 

GERMAN DICTATES.”
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this may seem like a question to ponder exclusively in ivory towers 
or at New York cocktail parties, policymakers’ answers to it reveal 
the United States’ approach to China and Southeast Asia. While pol-
icymakers have correctly assessed the growing importance of this 
region, this is just about the only thing they have done correctly. 

The world has changed dramatically since the Japanese built an 
empire in WWII and children learned to hide under their desks from 
the threat of Russian bombs during the Cold War. Yet we still operate 
under the same conception of power as we did then. Policymakers still 
assess dominance in terms of military troops and balances of power, 
implicitly seeing American power and the rise of China as a zero-
sum game. It is this view that has led America to station 2,500 troops 
in Australia and to confront China over its South China Sea policies. 
In his trip to Southeast Asia in November, Obama became the first 
American president to participate in an East Asia Summit meeting. 
He also attended the Association of Southeast Asian nations. His 
presence at these conferences, as well as the troop agreement with 
Australia announced during the same trip, has made it clear Amer-
ica is focusing on Asia. But although America has correctly identi-
fied the rising importance of this region, its responses are outdated. 

While America continues to operate using traditional hallmarks 
of power in Southeast Asia, no one has bothered to consider that the 
rules of the game may have changed. What constituted power and 
influence 20 years ago is no longer the mark of success today, yet 
politicians continue to behave as if the US can ignore the shifting 
geopolitical reality. Benjamin Rhodes, Deputy National Security Ad-
viser for strategic communications, told reporters in early November 
that “We’ll be making it very clear over the course of the trip that the 
United States will continue to play the role it has throughout the last 
century in being the anchor of security and stability in the region 
and having the type of force posture in the Asia-Pacific that can pro-
tect our interests.” Unfortunately, the US does not have the option of 
playing the role it has over the last 100 years. Times have changed, 
and any strategy that does not take this into account will ultimately 
only diminish American power and influence. Operating with this 
outdated mindset is akin to training troops for deep snow combat to 
fight the Soviets when the threat now comes from terrorists in arid 
countries. The question should not be whether America’s creation 
of a military base in Darwin, Australia and the Trans-Pacific Trade 
Partnership will successfully check the rise of China by creating an 
American sphere of influence in Southeast Asia, but whether power 
in the 21st century should still be measured in these terms at all. 

Make no mistake—the US must take an interest in Southeast 
Asian affairs, and building relationships with new strategic partners 
in the region is unquestionably a positive development. Similarly, the 
US cannot ignore disputes over the South China Sea since, according 
to Admiral Robert F. Willard, commander of the United States Pacif-
ic Command, the navigation lanes account for $1.2 trillion in annual 
bilateral American trade. The mistake is to assume that in order to 
protect American interests, the rise of China must be checked. This is 
especially ludicrous considering that most of the trade value America 
is protecting in the South China Sea derives from trade with China. 
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The real threat is not that China 
will unseat America from its perch of 
global superpower, but that America 
cannot keep up with rapid developments 
in global economics and politics. Bruce 
Jones, a director at the Brookings Insti-
tute, recently wrote, “No longer the CEO 
of Free World Inc., the United States 
now holds a position akin to that of the 
largest minority shareholder in Global 
Order LLC. Can the United States use 
its changed position to shape the emerg-
ing order?” He proposes that the threat 
to American influence is not peer-to-
peer competition in the established or-
der, but rather that emerging BRIC na-
tions are changing the rules of the global 
economic game. America should not be 
worried about the threat from China but 
the threat posed at home from our fail-
ing schools, mountainous debt, and lack 
of investment into emerging industries.  

Forming partnerships, construct-
ing free trade agreements, and foster-
ing discussion are all increasingly im-
portant in a globalized world. What 
is outdated is accompanying these ef-
forts with troop deployments and with 
the intention of checking the rise of 
China. America can no longer assert 
itself in every region of the world and 
demand reverence. It makes sense that 
China has influence in Southeast Asia, 

in the same way that America does in 
North America (and most of the West-
ern Hemisphere). Rather than trying to 
gain influence in strategically important 
areas of the world through a military 
presence and asserting itself into region-
al disputes, America should influence 
through market leadership in cutting-
edge industries and through its strong 
economic relations with high-growth 
countries in the developing world. 
While free trade agreements are a step 
in the right direction, what is more im-
portant is making sure American prod-
ucts and services are still relevant and 
necessary in a rapidly changing world. 

In Foreign Policy, Clyde Prestowitz 
recently wrote, “Instead of being back in 
Asia, let’s be back in America.” In order 
to amass influence in Asia and other ar-
eas of the world, America needs to be fi-
nancially secure, intellectually prepared, 
and intelligently invested in the future. 
America cannot maintain power by forc-
ing our troops and ideas on others but 
will maintain power by leading innova-
tion that other countries actively seek 
out and depend on. In a recent speech, 
presidential candidate and former am-
bassador to China Jon Huntsman said, “I 
look at the map today and I see 700 in-
stallations in 60 different countries, and 
I say our foreign policy has a little bit of 

Cold War overhang… .We [can] have no 
foreign policy in this country…until we 
fix our core. And that core is our values 
and that core is our economy.” In order 
to maintain power in a changing world 
America needs to focus on its strength, 
which is economic innovation. It will not 
matter how many troops America sta-
tions in Australia if China’s technology 
and research sectors develop faster and 
overtake America’s. America needs to fo-
cus on investing in growth sectors such as 
green technology and medical research 
that will allow continued relevance 
in a rapidly shifting, global economy. 

Power in the 21st century is not 
defined by the ability to deploy troops 
but instead by the ability to deploy 
new ideas. Power is not defined by the 
ability to check the influence of rising 
countries, but by the ability to harness 
that dynamism. US success in the 21st 
century will be a product of our intel-
lect and prowess, not of the diminish-
ment of China. The U.S. should not be 
the world’s policeman or arbiter, but the 
world’s scientist, banker, and entrepre-
neur. Given that the current mentality 
and stance in regard to China still as-
sumes the role of America is to be the 
former rather than the later, our cur-
rent policies need to be reevaluated.  
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REGRESSIVE 
DEPRIVATION 

IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 
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of Hispaniola whose electoral political history does not be-
gin until after the late 1980s, making it one of the more na-
scent democracies in Latin America today. Before then, the 
Social Christian Reformist Party (PRSC) of Joaquín Balaguer 
infamously rigged elections, and results were based more on 
agreements among the different parties than votes. Prior to 
the reign of the PRSC there was one popular election in which 
Juan Bosch became the first constitutionally elected president 
of the Dominican Republic in 1962, but was quickly ousted 
two years later by a coup whose members included the con-
servative organs of Dominican society (the catholic church 
and the Trujillistas), and the CIA under pretence that he was a 
communist. Going back one step further, Dominican politics 
were defined by the absolutist dictatorship of Rafael Leónidas 
Trujillo which lasted from 1930 to 1961 and was preceded by 
Horacio Vásquez who came to power through US interven-
tion. If one were to go back further one would find a faux 
electoral system based on oligarchic voting rights, as voting 
capacity was very limited and controlled. At present the polit-
ical system in the Dominican Republic seems to model itself 
more on the era of Trujillo with the inclusion of the bipartisan 
component of two ruling parties, as it is unrepresentative and 
insular; corruption is widespread and venial, and journalists 
are mysteriously disappearing. In an age where information is 
widespread and easily obtainable, where movements are born 
through social web pages and no longer depend on charis-
matic leadership to emerge (such as Occupy Wall Street, and 
the revolution in Libya), which attitudes, unique to the Do-
minican people, impede the impetus to mobilize pub-
lic discontent in retaliation to an unrepresentative 
government? It is this author’s opinion that the 
impediment is that the populace is currently in 
a state of “regressive deprivation” in which both 
value expectations and value capabilities to-
wards government participation and action are 
declining-- this is, in part, due to a history of 
oligarchic politics and institutional corruption. 

In 2009, when it was discovered that the 
Dominican Corporation of State Electrical Com-
panies (CDEEE) was being run as a huge venue 
through which nepotism could flourish by its CEO, Ra-
dames Segura, there was a puzzling lack of public discon-
tent. This was even more perplexing since, in the years 
of Segura’s reign, even the upper classes experienced fre-

quent power outages which before were unique to the lower 
class, now exposed as being caused by the debt incurred by 
the CDEEE. Inclusive, documentation and incontrovertible 
proof was found and yet most of those engaged in the corrup-
tion and nepotism left with their political and professional 
careers unscathed—Segura ran for the presidential primaries 
summer 2011. And how did the Dominican people react, cyn-
ical at best, and with slight ennui at worst. For instance, when 
found without money people cynically quipped, “if only I was 
related to Radames Segura!” Also, since 2008 the Dominican 
government has become an impediment in the private sector 
in Las Terrenas, stalling construction until certain taxes are 
paid off, many of which were passed through Congress after 
construction had begun. Everyone from professionals to low 
level food entrepreneurs distrust the government and, indeed, 
have conditioned themselves to view it as competitor within 
their respective fields. Therefore, trust declines in response 
to the government becoming an impediment rather than a fa-
cilitator, a detractor in terms of services provided rather than 
a distributor, value capabilities are interpreted as being rather 
low and the populace becomes explicitly aware that its op-
portunities are few when facing such an opponent and, subse-
quently, value expectation declines as people are confronted 
by a political system that makes it difficult to participate and 
adequately the services legally denoted. Perhaps most indica-
tive of this attitude is the name people have given the incep-
tion of a string of tax increases recently passed last summer, 
“El Paquetazo,” loosely translated to “the heavy burden.” This 

form of regressive deprivation at first may seem perpetual 
in that it is self-containing but it is inherently volatile and 
therefore ill at ease and subject to sudden transformation.

This state regressive deprivation is not permanent, as it 
is likely that discontent will begin within the structure of po-
litical parties themselves. As popular opinion turns toward 
traditional party divisions a form of stable value expectation 
emerges. For instance, people expect certain party delinea-
tions among the two most popular parties (PLD and PRD) 
and as these parties become more and more similar the value 

capabilities of the party itself drops and the people feel 
underrepresented. This political phe-
nomenon will have an even more desta-

bilizing impact, a popular movement. 
Payoffs and arbitrary exemptions al-

lotted to the many parties and col-
lectives that claim to represent the 
will of the people will be ineffec-
tive once the people become aware 
of the fact that their interests are 

not being represented, let alone ad-
dressed. The implication may very well 

be the challenging of the legitimacy of these political 
organs. The Dominican government would do well to 
carefully plot its next steps because one can only escape 
a building fire by building new floors for so long.   

THE DOMINICAN GOVERNMENT WOULD DO 
WELL TO CAREFULLY PLOT ITS NEXT STEPS. 
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approximately 80-90% of North Korea’s total trading activ-
ity.  Analysts make no bones about the fact that China is 
the only reason the tyrannical regime of Kim Jong-il still 
stands.  Wikileaks cables have revealed that senior Beijing 
officials have called North Korea “a spoiled child” and that 
the younger generation of Chinese Communist Party poli-
ticians is actually supportive of a potential reunification of 
the peninsula led by South Korea.  This begs the question: 
what would happen if the North Korean regime did collapse?

The massive influx of refugees to China and 
South Korea could pose a huge problem for the 
respective nations’ infrastructures.  Humanitarian 
aid would be necessary to feed the starving individ-
uals and the sheer number of refugees would prove 
to be a hefty logistical challenge for both nations.  
According to The Guardian, Wikileaks cables de-
tail how Chinese officials “assessed that it could 
cope with an influx of 300,00 North Koreans in the 
event of serious instability…but might need to use 
the military to seal the border”.  That may seem like 
a large number, but in the context of North Korea’s 
population of 25 million, it pales in comparison.  
Coordinated international efforts would be neces-
sary to facilitate any sort of order in regards to ref-
ugee camps and figuring out long-term solutions.  

Any reunification efforts are inherently tied to 
the actions of China and the United States.  Inevi-
tably, the United States would get involved in the 
case of a North Korean collapse and they would 
probably work closely with South Korea to create 
an effective course of action.  Relations with China 
might be tested and it would not be surprising if 
China proved to be unwilling to give up the area 
to pro-U.S. forces.  This scenario is exactly what 
happened in the Korean War.  Yet it would not be 
absolutely shocking if China backed down and was 
helpful in reunification efforts.  Several Wikileaks 
cables show how senior Chinese officials told South 
Korea’s vice-foreign minister, Chun Yung-woo 
that Korean reunification under Seoul’s leadership 
is an idea that is becoming increasingly popular 
among China’s leadership.  In addition, the cables 

even disclose how Mr. Yung-woo recounted to U.S. ambas-
sador Kathleen Stephens that the younger generation of Chi-
nese Communist Party politicians is actually supportive of a 
potential reunification of the peninsula led by South Korea. 

With regards to political reunification, it seems quite 
feasible that the South Korean leadership would be will-
ing to absorb North Korea into its domain.  In early Feb-
ruary of this year, visiting German President Horst Kohler 
told South Korean President Lee Myung-bak to prepare 
for reunification because it could occur sooner than any-

Note: !is article was written before the death of Kim 
Jong-il on December 19, 2011.
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Perhaps the even more significant question to ask is if 
South Korea would be willing to integrate the North Korean 
people into their society.  Frankly, the answer is beyond the 
grasp of anyone without a time machine.  If a long-lost rela-
tive from North Korea showed up at the doorstep of a South 
Korean relative, how would he or she respond?  These cir-
cumstantial questions can’t accurately be answered by anyone 
at this time.  Certain German member of the previously men-
tioned joint committee stressed the crucial nature of “cultural 
and inter-personal exchanges, such as family reunions and 

aid deliveries” (Arirang).  If current trends are any in-
dication, though, the prospects of cultural and societal 
integration are grim.  North Korean defectors are find-
ing it very difficult to assimilate into South Korean so-
ciety.  They find themselves unable to find jobs and are 
shunned by communities.  Many are regarded with con-
tempt and suspicion after two North Korean spies were 
uncovered recently, not to mention North Korea’s hos-
tile acts against South Korea in the last couple of years.

A common notion is that because the people of 
North Korea are living in extreme depravity, they would 
be incapable of effectively engineering their integration 
into the modern world in the event of a regime collapse 
in North Korea.  While there may be some merit to this 
argument, this is not the only important factor.  It is 
true that North Koreans are brainwashed to the core, 
and many experts say that they have accepted their 
inhumane living conditions out of apathy.  It is even 
probably true that as a result of relentless propaganda, 
North Koreans might view Americans as evil enemies.  
As people, though, we should allow the North Kore-
ans to have a voice in a scenario such as this.  What 
do the North Koreans want?  It’s hard to say, because 
none of them are allowed to use any forms of media 
and we never hear from the oppressed people there.  It’s 
a fair guess, though, to think that they want what ev-
eryone else in the world wants: food, shelter, and the 
ability to pursue life uninhibited by a tyrannical des-
pot.  We should first take care of the physical needs 
of the North Koreans and then ask them directly what 
they want.  And we should honor their desires, even-
tually.  Regardless, it seems safe to say that the fate of 
North Korea and potential reunification lies strongly 
in the hands of China and the United States.    

one expects.  President Kohler also shared stories about 
Germany’s reunification efforts after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall.  On November 17th, a joint consultation committee 
of about 24 officials and academics from both South Korea 
and Germany met in the capital city of Seoul.  Members of 
the joint committee divulged past experiences and brain-
stormed possible ways to successfully reunite the Korean 
peninsula in the future.  The fact that South Korean politi-
cians are facilitating these sorts of discussions is a strong in-
dication that they would be willing to initiate reunification. 
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In the current budget climate, when we’re forced to make tough 
choices, why do you think Congress should continue to fund the 
O!ce of Justice Programs (OJP) and generally why do you think 
the federal government should be involved in the criminal justice 
system?

Most criminal justice in the United States, over 90%, is handled at 
the state and local level, and not at the federal level. So it’s a very 
good question to ask why Congress should be involved. But fed-
eral leadership is actually important. For example, in the area of 
collecting and disseminating statistics, no one state or local juris-
diction can do that. In the area of research, it’s unlikely that Provi-
dence, Rhode Island or Philadelphia, Pennsylvania would conduct 
a major study and evaluation on prisoner re-entry and disseminate 
that to every jurisdiction across the United States. And so, devel-
opment of knowledge and dissemination of knowledge is uniquely 
a federal function. 

And there are a number of other areas, like providing technical as-
sistance and training, and dissemination of knowledge, that I think 
really require federal leadership. And the providing of seed money 
for innovation, that’s in addition an area where the federal govern-
ment has a really important role to play. And I think particularly 
at a time when states and local municipalities are having to tighten 
their belts, and they’re facing hardship $nancially, they’re looking 
for know-how. #ey’re looking for ways to reduce costs by adopt-
ing evidence-based approaches, and $nding the best way to reduce 
crime. #ey don’t want to be adopting programs that don’t work.

OJP has been deeply involved in prisoner re-entry, especially 
since the Second Chance Act was signed into law. Why do you 
think that work is important, and how would you respond to crit-
ics who argue that such programs essentially reward prisoners 
a"er they’ve committed a crime?

Historically, the whole prisoner reentry movement started at OJP 
back in the 1990s when I was here earlier. One of my colleagues, 
Jeremy Travis, who headed the National Institute of Justice at that 

time, came up with the term and the concept of prisoner re-entry. 
We started some piloted e!orts back then, and then it really took 
o! during the Bush Administration, and with a lot of e!orts by Jer-
emy and others who were outside government at that time. But the 
Second Chance Act gave enormous impetus to President Obama, 
and of course he’s really gotten tremendous funding from Con-
gress for that. 

It’s a very good question to ask. Should we really be doing this? Is it 
our job to help ex-o!enders? And I think the answer to that ques-
tion is, that if we care about reducing victimization in communi-
ties, then we should care about changing the behavior of people 
coming out of prison, so that we’re not having to spend money on 
having them go back to prison and paying for those future prison 
costs. We want to turn them into good tax payers, people who are 
taking care of their kids, people who are earning money in the 
community and contributing to the community, and having law 

LAURIE O. ROBINSON
ASSISTANT ATTORNEY GENERAL
INTERVIEW BY MICHAEL SOYFER
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abiding citizens. It’s really for the good of the broader public.

How has OJP changed or remained constant between administra-
tions, and how have your priorities changed since your predeces-
sors?

I think that one way it’s remained the same is that its connection 
with state and local criminal justice departments by the career sta! 
has remained consistent over time, and more importantly it’s been 
responsive to state and local criminal justice and their constituen-
cies.  One way that it has changed dramatically from when I was 
here in the 1990s is the much greater degree to which it uses social 
media and web for a lot of the connections.  We have many fewer 
print publications than we did in the past. We have a much greater 
connection with tribal communities than we did in the past. We 
have also created a greater focus on youth, which has helped tre-
mendously. It is an extremely important issue for us. 

When I came in, I announced that we have three priorities. One 
was to strengthen the connection with the $eld. I’m not sure that 
my predecessors were quite as focused on being responsive di-
rectly with state and local law enforcement. I invited them in, and 
listened to what their priorities were. A"er Obama was elected and 
before he was inaugurated I met with ninety groups from across 
the di!erent interests in the criminal justice system, hearing what 
they felt OJP should be doing and what more we could be doing.

How have recent e#orts to curtail earmarks a#ected OJP grant 
money?

Previously, before Congress acted to curtail earmarks, we had in 
our appropriations hundreds and hundreds of Congressionally-
designated projects, or earmarks. Since the change, now, for the 
second year in a row, we have none of those. So it’s a substantial 
di!erence. Two years ago we had hundreds and now we have zero. 
From my standpoint it’s a positive change, because there’s an op-
portunity with the appropriations Congress has given us, to have 
competitively awarded programs which everyone has an opportu-

Laurie O. Robinson was sworn in as Assistant Attorney General on November 
9, 2009. Since that time, she has overseen the implementation of the $2.7 billion 
in programs for which Congress assigned responsibility to the O"ce of Justice 
Programs under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act; launched a 
new agency-wide Evidence Integration Initiative to help ensure science-based 
approaches in OJP-funded programs; and held a series of “listening sessions” 
with state and local constituents to learn what the O"ce of Justice Programs can 
do to better serve the #eld. From 2004 until January 2009, Ms. Robinson served 
as director of the Master of Science Program in the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Department of Criminology. She is a magna cum laude graduate of Brown 
University and a member of Phi Beta Kappa.

nity in the $eld to submit applications and compete for the fund-
ing.

Which OJP initiatives have made the greatest di#erence in the 
youth community?

Over time, in the Juvenile Justice Act, that the formula grant pro-
gram itself, which provides money directly to the states, has dif-
ferent mandates in it. In other words, for the states to receive the 
funding, they have to comply with mandates that are in the law, 
which have di!erent requirements. For example, to separate chil-
dren from adults in jail, to remove kids from adult jails, to remove 
status o!enders from jail, and one that addresses disproportionate 
minority contact with the juvenile justice system. #ey’re driving 
change in the juvenile justice system. 

#ese have made a tremendous di!erence since the Juvenile Jus-
tice Act was passed in 1974, and that has made it more than any 
of our formula grant programs an instrument of policy change. So 
that is really the core program in my mind and the one that has 
driven the mission of our group. 
It’s something that I really 
care about a lot.



26 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW |WINTER 2012

INTERV IEW

INTERVIEW BY JESS MAYER

Your bio describes you as an “accidental speechwriter.” How did 
you become involved in speechwriting?

I describe myself as an accidental speechwriter because I had 
never set it out as a career goal. I’ve always had an interest in poli-
tics, I’ve always had an interest in writing; it’s kind of a natural 
marriage of the interests that I have. But I really did just fall into it 
by doing other things. In the 90’s, I published a syndicated political 
comic strip called #atch, and I was also, at the same time, writing 
a book about the feud between Lyndon Johnson and Robert Ken-
nedy, Mutual Contempt. #at book came out in the fall of 1997, 
and Bill Clinton read it and sent me a note from the White House. 
A few weeks later, I got a call from the chief speechwriter to see 
whether or not I might be interested in a speechwriting job, be-
cause one had opened up. So — completely out of the blue — this 
opportunity came.

I think that most political or presidential speechwriters fall 
into it in one way or another. It might be in journalism, covering 
a particularly beat, a policy beat, a political beat, getting to know 
certain folks, and getting drawn in because they’re smart writers, 
good writers. Many never planned to be speechwriters. So, what 
I say about myself is probably true of most of us. #ere aren’t too 
many speechwriters who, when they were in college, knew that 
this was what they wanted to do. Although, I will say that I think 
the TV show, !e West Wing, changed that. We have at least one 
writer here at West Wing Writers who grew up watching that show 
and saw Rob Lowe’s character and said, “#at’s what I want to do.”

You wrote many di#erent types of speeches for President Clin-
ton — some inspirational, some defensive, some policy-oriented. 
Which types of speeches were the most di!cult to write?

#e most challenging speeches were the humorous speeches. 
No joke. I was part of a two-man writing team for all of the White 
House Correspondents’ Dinners. #ose were very, very tricky, po-
litically. You couldn’t go and do what Reagan had done a genera-
tion before and just do drum-roll, Tonight Show-type humor; you 
had to be a little edgy if you wanted to get laughs in that room. And 
these were years of controversy and scandal, and the late night 
comedians were joking about things that you, as president, prob-
ably shouldn’t be joking about. So, how do you pull this o!? And 
walking right to the edge — which is the funniest zone — without 
stepping over that edge — was the challenge. And it was a fun chal-
lenge, but it was tough.

More seriously, the most challenging speeches were the speech-
es in which the policy was being developed, essentially as the 
speech was being written. #ose are the most interesting speeches 
as a speechwriter, because you’re part of the policy-development 

process. You’re not just 
simply taking dictation 
and describing something 
that’s already been done. 
It’s like writing a speech on 
a bicycle or something like 
that: you’re in motion and 
you don’t have time to stop, look at everything, and assemble all of 
the pieces. You’re literally running around the building and meet-
ing with people, who are hashing out all of the details and spotting 
the contradictions in people’s thinking — or between Important 
Person A and Important Person B, who may not have had time to 
talk to each other about it. #ose are the most challenging sorts of 
speechwriting situations but also the most exhilarating, because 
that’s where you can really have an in6uence on policy.

But, getting back to the $rst part of your question, there is a 
particular challenge to writing an inspirational speech. It’s a par-
ticular kind of writing, and not everybody does it well. But those 
are the sorts of speeches that speechwriters like to write, we all like 
to take our shot at a soaring speech. But when you were writing 
soaring prose, you were usually le" to your own devices. You’d go 
into your o5ce, you’d close your door, and try to get your head up 
there into the clouds. #at’s a challenge. 

Looking at President Obama’s reelection campaign, what do you 
feel he and his communications team are doing well and what do 
you feel they are doing poorly?

President Obama and his advisers are in the process — and 
they’re pretty far along in the process — of clarifying the argument. 
I think that they have been mischaracterized by the other side, 
which is what you expect the other side to do, and they are push-
ing back much harder now than they had previously. In speeches 
like the one that the President just gave in Kansas, in Osawatomie, 
they are spelling out — he is spelling out — his core values and the 
values that he wants America to represent. At the same time, he is 
casting those values in sharp relief to those of the other side. So, he 
is, as the political cliché goes, de$ning the terms of the debate. And 
I think that he has a better read on the moment and the mood of 
the American people than his opponents do. #ey get the frustra-
tion, the anger, and even the desperation in the American people, 
and they re6ect that in the way they attack the President and the 
way they attack Washington. #at is a successful strategy, and one 
of them may ride it all the way to the White House. 

What is he doing poorly? Well, if you’d asked me a month or 
two ago, or really prior to September, prior to the Jobs Speech, I’d 
have said that he’s not doing what I’ve just said that he’s been doing. 
I think that his appeals to reason, particularly the reasonableness 
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3of the other side, made him look weak and naïve, and I think he 
took a huge hit for that and is determined not to take that hit again. 
#ey have made a course correction in the wake of the debt-ceiling 
debacle, as he rightly described it, and I think we are hearing a 
clearer, more consistent, and credible message from him. He just 
needs to keep it up through this election year. We pretty much 
know whatever the upticks and downticks in the unemployment 
number over the coming year that things aren’t going to change 
terribly much. And so, this will be the environment in 2012. I 
think he has found a way of talking about his work, his values, and 
his agenda in a way that is as e!ective as it can be in this moment. 
It’s a tough moment for him. It’s a tough moment for everybody. 

Supreme Court decisions seven months o# rarely excite as much 
attention as the health care case is right now. Drawing on your 
knowledge of the history of major social programs and their run-
ins with the Court, what do you think might happen?

I can’t tell you what’s going to happen on the Court. I wish I 
could. I will say that those who believe that certain justices can or 
can’t decide a certain way because of what they’ve said previously 
are being almost willfully naïve about it. #ey will do what they 
intend to do on this case, and they will $nd a way to do it. I’m not 
suggesting that every move that every justice makes is so nakedly 
political, but I think that they have plenty of room to decide as 
they wish to do and that they won’t be feeling particularly con-
strained by recent or remote decisions. #at, I think, is the unfor-
tunate fact of it. 

In terms of the political impact, it’s better for President Obama 
to see the Court uphold his signature legislative achievement than 
to see the Court strike it down. #at wouldn’t necessarily always 
be the case, but I think that’s the case here. I think it’s tough for 
him either way, frankly, because the intensity of feeling is on the 
other side. #e people who hate the health care law hate it a lot 
more than the people who favor the law love it. #ere are a bunch 
of reasons for that, but that is the way it is. So, if the Court upholds 
the health care law, by whatever margin, people on the right are 
going to go crazy about it. And they are going to renew their at-
tacks on the judiciary, they’re going to say, “#is is why we need to 
elect a Republican, so that we can get really conservative judges on 
the federal bench and justices on the Supreme Court.” It is going 
to en6ame people on the right if the Court upholds the ACA (Af-
fordable Health Care Act). And if they strike it down, it will ener-
gize the right in a di!erent way. #ey will say that they were right 
all along, that this is a president who disregards the Constitution, 
who’s trying to centralize power in Washington, and thank God 
that the Supreme Court stopped him — but the best way to stop 
him is to vote him out of o5ce. So, either way, I think their talking 
points are pretty well-set. 

I think the problem for the President is that there aren’t a lot of 
energetic fans of this health care law, in part because it hasn’t taken 
e!ect. I don’t know what the polls said about Social Security in the 
years before it started really improving people’s lives, but I think 
that that’s one of the facts that the President is up against here.

Many political scientists and commentators claim that the Mon-
ica Lewinsky scandal greatly diminished President Clinton’s 
public and political standing and, as a result, he wasn’t able to 

achieve as much following the scandal as he had in the years pri-
or. Would you agree with that claim?

I actually came in right at the start of that scandal. But the claim 
that he got nothing done for the next three years, which you some-
times hear, is nonsense and a misreading of history. #ose were 
very active years, full of a lot of important accomplishments. By 
that point in a president, much of what you are doing — and this 
is true of any president in a second term — is you are building 
on the achievement of previous years. And there was a lot of that. 
#e other thing that argument misses is that a lot of what we got 
done in that period, we got done through the appropriations pro-
cess. A budget, a"er all, is an expression of your priorities. If you 
fund something, it happens; if you don’t fund it, it doesn’t. And 
so we were able to get most of what we wanted out of every ap-
propriations battle. Why? Because the Republicans had shut down 
the government in 1995 and were blamed for it. So, by 1998, by the 
time I arrived, the Republicans’ internal polling showed what our 
internal polling showed, which is that if it comes to a clash and 
the government shuts down, they would be blamed. #is gave us 
something of a loaded gun during budget negotiations. We had a 
lot of leverage.

 So, that’s not the story you read about in big, sweeping Time 
magazine retrospectives. We like to read about the passage of So-
cial Security or Medicare or even the ACA, because it’s easy to un-
derstand: big bill, big dollar $gures, big goal, it passes. But that 
is not the only way that things get done in Washington. As it has 
gotten more and more di5cult for presidents to pass big pieces of 
legislation — and this was true not only for Bill Clinton, but it was 
true for the $rst year or two for George W. Bush, and it has been 
true a"er the $rst couple of years for Barack Obama, as well. Presi-
dents have a lot of other weapons in their arsenals; they have a lot 
of other ways of getting things done. 

It’s also important to remember that, whatever the polls said — 
and it wasn’t good — about people’s views of Clinton’s private mo-
rality, they thought he was doing a great job. He went out of o5ce 
with higher approval ratings than Ronald Reagan, by a good mar-
gin. #e reason that he kept his job was that people thought he was 
doing a good job in his role as president. #e Democrats then won 
a truly historic victory in the 1998 midterm elections. So, despite 
what was going on — and in some way because of it — he was very 
powerful, politically, during that period. I say in part because of 
it, because the Republicans overplayed their hand, which is one of 
the reasons that they were dealt 
a setback in the 1998 elections. 
#e public felt that the Republi-
cans had overplayed their hand, 
as they had in 1995 shortly a"er 
the Gingrich revolution.

Who’s to say what he would 
have gotten done, had it not 
been for that scandal. All we 
can do is look at what he did get 
done during the last three years 
of his presidency. I think we’re 
more stalemated today than we 
were between 1998 and 2001. 
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