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letter from the editor

This election cycle has revealed much about the current state of our nation. Our country is 

experiencing increased polarization and many are frustrated with the nation’s direction. For 

the first time in modern political history, a U.S. Presidential candidate is insinuating that the 

election is rigged.

The anger associated with a perceived rigged system will not cease to exist just because this 

election cycle is coming to a close. The question is how our country will channel this anger. 

Will this cause a shakeup in our political system and lead to positive change or simply result 

in further polarization? The answer to this question will determine the near term trajectory of 

our political system.

Dear Reader,

Robert Levinson
PPR Editor-in-Chief

Robert
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The Trump Brand 
The Presidency

and 

This fall, the world watches 
as the United States pits two 
significantly different candidates 

against each other for the presidency: 
the Democrat Hillary Clinton versus 
the Republican Donald Trump. Media 
pundits, Washington insiders, and the 
American public will continue to judge 
whether Mr. Trump has the necessary 

experience, vision, and temperament 
to lead the nation through the next 
era. This election cycle has already 
seen predictions of what branding the 
executive branch as the “Trump White 
House” might mean for the future of this 
country and of the world. But the White 
House would not be the first iconic 
building to bear his name and likely not 

the last. By now, the public has heard the 
GOP nominee boast about Trump Tower, 
Trump hotels, Trump casinos, and 
Trump golf courses. The addition of 1600 
Pennsylvania Avenue to Mr. Trump’s 
portfolio would certainly change the 
Trump brand. But more importantly for 
the American people, are there possible 
implications for the presidency itself?

Story by Zach Fisher

NATIONAL
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 Of course, a number of the 44 
presidents have made a lot of money in 
the private sector, even in real estate. Many 
of Founding Fathers, for instance, made 
fortunes from large plantations. George 
Washington’s Mount Vernon, purchased in 
1674, was a five-farm, 8000-acre, 300-slave 
operation prior to his tenure as President.1  
Thomas Jefferson also typifies our early 
leaders’ affinity for expansive properties 
that leveraged state-of-the-art agricultural 
techniques. Monticello is a monument 
to the Jefferson “brand”: his neoclassical 
masterpiece showcases his famously diverse 
expertise. Donald Trump may be the 
wealthiest President in U.S. history if elected, 
but Washington and Jefferson currently hold 
the top two spots. Their estates were valued 
at over $500 and $200 million, respectively, 
when adjusted for inflation, with the 
vast majority of those assets in their land 
holdings and profit generated by the crops 
they produced.2 But the fact that our first 
and third presidents’ wealth was due to their 
real estate investments is largely a function 
of the times, geography, and economy in 
which they lived. Only during the Industrial 
Revolution as slavery screeched to a halt in 
the nineteenth century would American 
businessmen be able to accrue enormous 
riches in other sectors. And in the post-
industrial U.S., few have been real estate 
moguls who approach the scale of Trump. 
Although the vast wealth of the Roosevelts 
and the Kennedys did include some land 
assets, the heirs of those families who landed 
in the White House largely neither invested 
in the real estate market nor inherited a 
disproportionate amount of those moneys.
 In order to understand Trump’s 
brand and his rise to the top of the GOP 
ticket, we need to examine his unique 
variety of charisma.  And this is not new 
to presidential politics. Indeed, the public 
personas of John F. Kennedy and Ronald 
Reagan bordered on cults of celebrity. 
Throughout American political history, 
personal “brands” have afforded immense 
political capital. What is markedly different 
in Trump’s case is that his electric personal 
brand is a principal reason for which he 
has accumulated so much wealth. The 
undeniable success of the Trump brand 
speaks for itself. The brash New Yorker 

for decades has promoted the luxury and 
exclusivity of his properties, businesses, 
family, and the Trump name itself. Though 
the people who “buy” Trump’s brand 
of supposed success is an increasingly 
narrow, its hugeness has been critical to his 
ascendance to presidential nominee, which, 
though unexpected, wasn’t all that difficult. 
There is evidence, however, that Trump the 
candidate for President of the United States 
is hurting Trump the brand.3 Not only does 
Trump enjoy immense name recognition, 
often an elusive boon in electoral politics, 
but his name automatically evokes prestige 
and success for millions of voters. The 
name “Trump,” cultivated over decades, has 
made him rich, while giving him a fantastic 
launchpad for political notoriety.
 The uniqueness of Trump doesn’t 
stop with the profitability, both economic 
and political, of his brand name. Next to 
Mount Vernon, Monticello, Montpelier, 
the Kennedy Compound, and the Johnson 
Ranch, the Trump empire is does not 
compare. Detailed in his 4,400-word 
corporate biography, there are eleven 
Trump Towers, seven Trump International 
hotels, four Trump Plazas, and eleven 
Trump Golf courses, among numerous 
other “Trump” properties around the 
world.4 5 This is a key distinction between 
him and our Founding Fathers who owned 
personal, local property. Think about it: the 
potential 45th President of the United States 

may have his name on dozens of properties 
all over the planet, including a hotel just 
down the street from the White House, 
the renovated Old Post Office building.6  
By way of comparison, it sounds absurd 
to picture yourself in 1999 eating at a Bush 
steakhouse or relaxing poolside at an 
Obama country club. Of course, some of us 
pass through the Woodrow Wilson or John 
F. Kennedy schools of government, enjoy air 
travel by way of Reagan National, shop on 
Madison Avenue, visit presidential libraries, 
or work in Washington, D.C. But for a 
sitting president to be the namesake and 
beneficiary of real estate and profit-seeking 
institutions is unprecedented. 
 I ask you now to consider what 
these facts would mean for the future of the 
office of the presidency. Millions of children 
everywhere would gaze upward at the big, 
gold letters reading T-R-U-M-P to discover 
that those letters refer to the same brand 
and man that holds the White House. 
Could these optics of presidential wealth 
and power somehow dilute the limited 
scope of explicit and implicit authority 
that the president actually enjoys? The 
image is almost Orwellian: that the POTUS 
would have a tremendously far-reaching 
spatial presence. Whether that presence is 
real or perceived, it matters. Though every 
Commander-in-Chief makes his mark 
on the office, this is yet another way that a 
Trump presidency would be different.

and 

NATIONAL

Trump preparing for a campaign event in Mesa, Arizona, December 2015. Courtesty of Gage Skidmore

 1“George Washington,” History.com.
 2Ashley C. Allen, “Report: The 10 richest U.S. presidents,” USA Today, February 17, 2014.
 3Lorraine Woellert, “Can Trump the brand survive Trump the man?” Politico, October 14, 2016.
 4“Biography,” Trump.com.
 5Chase Purdy, “The right way to respond to anyone brushing off Donald Trump’s sexual assault allegations as ‘he said/she said’,” Quartz, October 16, 2016.
 6“Trump Washington, D.C.,” Trumphotels.co
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Hostility between the two parties 
and distrust of the government 
are at an all-time high, while 

hateful speech and racially charged vitriol 
are being expressed with an openness that 
is unprecedented in recent memory.1 But 
how much animosity can a democracy 
have among its citizens and towards its 
government before it starts to become a risk 
to national security? It might seem like a silly 
question, but it becomes an increasingly 
dangerous inquiry once foreign powers 
with subversive interests try to answer it for 
us. Because in light of the actions of state-
sponsored Russian hackers over the past few 
months, it’s become clear how our domestic 
disunity has become one of the most 
dangerous and subtle weapons that can be 
used against us. 
 There’s nothing unprecedented 
about state-sponsored cyberattacks. 
Hacking has become just another 
standard component of our foreign policy, 
particularly towards Russia and Iran. What 
is surprising, however, is the public nature 

of these hacks that explicitly undermine our 
state’s democratic process and legitimacy by 
capitalizing on the growing divisions within 
the electorate. 
 On July 22, 2016, WikiLeaks 
released nearly 20,000 emails and over 8,000 
attachments acquired by Russian hackers 
from the Democratic National Committee. 
The emails revealed the compromising 
inner workings of the DNC and resulted 
in the resignation of the committee’s chair, 
CEO, CFO, and communications director. 
Less than three months later, Russia and 
WikiLeaks again released thousands of 
emails from Clinton’s campaign chairman, 
John Podesta, containing her Wall Street 
speech transcripts and other documents 
deemed politically problematic.
 The easy answer explanation for 
these brazen attacks is that Vladimir Putin 
would benefit from a relationship with a 
Trump administration. This is the narrative 
that most of us have accepted, but it is not 
one ascribed to by most U.S. intelligence 
officials. “The objective of the Russian 

operation is not necessarily to sway the 
presidential election in the Republican’s 
favour,” officials stated.2 After all, notable 
Republicans like John McCain, Lindsey 
Graham, and Michelle Bachmann have 
been the victims of Russian hackers as 
well.3 Rather, “the Russians would like to 
sow chaos and confusion sufficient to dent 
American global leadership, disrupting U.S. 
efforts to spread democracy and western 
influence, specifically in Eastern Europe and 
the countries of the former Soviet Union.”4  
 The thought of the Kremlin 
using cyberwarfare to promote instability 
makes sense when we put ourselves in 
the shoes of Putin. The United States has 
made itself invulnerable to certain kinds of 
damage, particularly with its unparalleled 
military strength. But there are other kinds 
of invulnerabilities that have not been 
protected with equal amounts of vigor. 
As political commentator and “Common 
Sense” podcast host Dan Carlin puts it: “If you 
want to destroy the United States, you’re not 
going to think in terms of tanks. You’re going 

The Soft Underbelly of American National Security

Story by Justin Lee

NATIONAL

  1“Trust in Government,” Gallup.com, last modified September 2016. 
  2Geof Wheelwright, “Entire US Political System ‘under Attack’ by Russian Hacking, Experts Warn,” The Guardian, October 14, 2016. 
  3Shane Harris, “Russians Suspected of Hacking Democrats Also Went After Republicans, Researchers Say,” The Daily Beast, August 12, 2016.
  4Wheelwright, “Entire US Political System.”
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to look at places where we’re vulnerable. 
And the places where we’re vulnerable are 
places in our culture and our unity. There 
are fractures in our society that, if made 
wider, would lead to very unpredictable 
and earth-shattering outcomes.”5 If Putin 
believes that those outcomes would work 
in his favor (perhaps by discrediting 
democracy or helping elect a candidate who 
would damage our international image and 
influence, particularly in Eastern Europe), 
the remarkably divisive 2016 election would 
be the perfect opportunity to tinker with our 
nation’s discontent and foster instability.
 However, the threats posed 
to the stability and legitimacy of our 
democracy go further than just exposing 
the corruption of our political parties and 
empowering the most controversial and 
unpredictable presidential nominee in U.S. 
history. Russian hackers also infiltrated 
voter registration systems in Illinois and 
Arizona in August, raising concerns over 
the vulnerability of voting machines.6 
This fear is only exacerbated by Russia’s 

history of breaching election computing 
software, such as in Ukraine in 2014 when 
hackers reported a radical nationalist as the 
country’s new president.7  And, with Donald 
Trump making constant accusations of voter 
fraud and rigged elections, a loss for him in 
November combined with speculations of 
Russian cybersecurity breaches have the 
potential to inflict serious damage on the 
legitimacy of our elections, the very vehicle 
of our democracy.
 Some of Russia’s interference 
include petty things as well, with reports 
of Russia hiring internet trolls to pose as 
pro-Trump Americans on social media.8 
Yet these trivial actions suggest that Putin is 
more aware of the security implications of 
our national divisions than most of us are, 
as he seems to realize the instability fostered 
by the destabilizing, antiestablishment, and 
anti-NATO messages of Trump. 
 Although the presidential election 
is just around the corner, the Democratic 
Party is on edge in anticipation of more 
strategically-timed leaks that will inflict 

the most damage. Their biggest fear is that 
Russia may leak falsified information about 
the party shortly before the election, before 
it can be discredited.9  This fear is grounded 
in the disturbing discovery that some of the 
emails leaked from George Soros, billionaire 
funder of the pro-free-market think tank 
The Open Society Foundation, had been 
altered by Russian hackers to suggest that 
Soros had been funding a Russian anti-
corruption activist.10 A similar tactic is a 
very real possibility over the next few days, 
and such a move could have “an election-
altering effect,” according to Adam Schiff of 
the House intelligence committee.11 
 And so, in the midst of cyberattacks 
that have stoked hatred between various 
segments of our population and eroded 
trust in our political establishments and 
elections, we need to seriously consider 
just how important domestic solidarity is to 
our national security. Because, despite all of 
our military strength, our foreign rivals are 
becoming well aware of the soft underbelly 
that is our fragmented domestic affairs. 

The Soft Underbelly of American National Security
NATIONAL

  5Dan Carlin, “A Bodyguard of Lies,” Common Sense 309, podcast audio, September 9, 2016. 
  6Robert Windrem, William A. Arkin, and Ken Dilanian, “Russians Hacked Two U.S. Voter Databases, Officials Say,” NBC News, August 30, 2016.
  7Brent Bambury, “U.S. voting machines are way too vulnerable to hacking,” CBC Radio, October 14, 2016.
  8Dana Milbank, “A Putin-sponsored October surprise?” The Washington Post, August 29, 2016.
  9David E. Sanger and Charlie Savage, “U.S. Says Russia Directed Hacks to Influence Elections,” The New York Times, October 7, 2016.
  10Elias Groll, “Turns Out You Can’t Trust Russian Hackers Anymore,” Foreign Policy, August 22, 2016.
  11Sanger and Savage, “U.S. Says Russia Directed Hacks.”

President Obama and Hillary Clinton at the Democratic National Convention, July 27, 2016. Courtesy of Sarah Burris 
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At an event June of this year, 
Donald Trump questioned 
Hillary Clinton’s support for the 

LGBTQ community. Trump remarked: 
“Hillary Clinton can never claim to be a 
friend of the gay community as long as 
she continues to support immigration 
policies that bring Islamic extremists 
to our country.”  Trump brings up an 
overlooked and seemingly obvious 
question: Is Hillary Clinton the best 
candidate for the LGBTQ community?  
 According to the polls, the answer 
appears to be a resounding yes. Clinton 
receives support from approximately 75% 
of LGBTQ voters. Some polls even show 

Clinton bringing in close to 90% of that 
demographic. Moreover, almost every 
single LGBTQ rights activist group has 
thrown their support behind the former 
Secretary of State, most notably the 
Human Rights Campaign, which is the 
largest of these groups. As compelling as 
these statistics seem, a more pragmatic 
approach may be to look at how Clinton’s 
views on gay marriage and LGBTQ rights 
have evolved over time to get a more 
complete and accurate picture of her 
stance on LGBTQ issues. 
 During Bill Clinton’s presidency, 
two important and extremely detrimental 
acts against the LGBTQ community 

LGBTQ AND THE 
PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

passed: “Don’t ask, don’t tell” and the 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). “Don’t 
ask, don’t tell” banned open homosexuals 
from joining the armed forces, while the 
Defense of Marriage Act stipulated that 
marriage was the union between a man 
and a woman and gave states the power 
to determine same-sex marriage laws. 
Of course, it is important to recognize—
something that political pundits often 
forget—that Hillary Clinton is not 
her husband. Although she was not 
president when these events occurred 
and should be evaluated as a separate 
person apart from her husband, she did 
have the chance to weigh in on these 

Clinton’s Views on Gay Marriage
Story by Benjamin Facey

NATIONAL
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LGBTQ AND THE 
PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

issues during her husband’s presidency.  
The following discussion will focus 
merely on the statements she has made 
regarding these pieces of legislation.
 While Hillary Clinton actively 
and openly showed her dislike for “Don’t 
ask, don’t tell,” she was public about 
her support for DOMA. She stated that 
she truly believed that marriage should 
exist as the union between a man and a 
woman, but she supported the idea of 
civil unions. Clinton maintained this 
stance throughout the early 2000s. Even 
in 2004, when she spoke out against a 
federal ban on same sex marriage as a U.S. 
senator, Clinton reiterated her belief that 
marriage is a “sacred union” between a 
man and a woman. In the following years 
she continued to express this viewpoint 
along with her support for civil unions, 
and during the 2008 election, neither 
she nor Barack Obama supported the 
legalization of same-sex marriage. While 
she was Secretary of State, however, she 
began hinting that she may have had 
a change of heart on the issue. This 
culminated in 2011, when she declared, 
in a speech to the United Nations, that 
“Human rights are gay rights.” However, 
Hillary Clinton never denounced her 
apparently sacred belief that marriage 
should remain a heterosexual institution. 
 Finally, on March 18th, 2013, a 
little over a month after stepping down as 
Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton came 
out in full support of gay marriage. In a 
video with the Human Rights Campaign, 
she stated:
  “LGBTQ Americans are our 
colleagues, our teachers, our soldiers, 
our friends, our loved ones. And they are 
full and equal citizens, and they deserve 
the rights of citizenship. That includes 
marriage. That’s why I support marriage 
for lesbian and gay couples.”
 This statement was received with 
mixed feelings from the public. While 
many were overjoyed by Clinton’s show 
of support for gay marriage, along with 
many other Democratic leaders, others 
considered her to be a bit late to the 
party and saw this as a savvy move rather 
than a genuine change of heart. Many 
came to the defense of Clinton, including 
members of the LGBTQ community who 
referenced the time it took for their own 
families to come around. 
 Polls conducted by the Pew 
Research Center show that 2013 was the 

first year that a majority of Americans 
favored the legalization of gay marriage. 
This fact seems more than a coincidence, 
taking into account that 2013 was also 
the year that a majority of Democratic 
politicians, including Secretary Clinton, 
publicly came out in support for marriage 
equality. 
 Let’s take a step back to DOMA, 
the most definitive attack on marriage 
equality from the government in the 
last several decades. It would seem 
that politicians like Hillary Clinton, 
who claimed to genuinely believe 
in marriage equality, would want to 
condemn the mistake that was this act, 
or at least publicly distance herself from 
it. However, she did neither. In a 2015 
discussion regarding DOMA, Clinton 
defended the act signed into law by 
her husband. She stated that passage 
of the act was politically necessary to 
halt the support that was building for a 
Constitutional amendment stating that 
marriage is between a man and a woman. 
However, there is little evidence that this 
possible amendment, which Clinton 
claimed DOMA put a stop to by drawing 
a “line in the sand”, was the actual state 
of affairs. In fact, numerous gay rights 
groups have slammed Clinton for making 
this statement, as well as the revised story 
of events it attempts to sell. 
 Does all of this mean that 
Hillary Clinton is not the best candidate 
for supporters of LGBTQ rights? No, of 
course not. Out of the two major party 
candidates, Hillary Clinton is by far the 
candidate most supportive of furthering 
gay and transgender rights in America 
and the only one supporting increases in 
anti-discrimination laws towards these 
specific groups. Conversely, aside from 
a few bizarre and one-off statements in 
which Trump has voiced contemplation 
over his stance on gay marriage, he has 
been a relatively consistent supporter of 
“traditional marriage.” Trump has even 
gone so far as to suggest that if he were to 
be elected, he would nominate someone 
to the Supreme Court who would help 
overturn the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges 
decision that legalized gay marriage. 
So yes, Hillary Clinton is the most pro-
LGBTQ candidate, but a look at her 
historically changing opinions makes 
it seem that her support of LGBTQ 
rights is motivated more by political 
circumstances than by her conscience.

“Hillary Clinton is 

far and away the 

candidate more 

supportive for the 

furthering of gay 

and transgender 

rights in America”

NATIONAL
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Since the 2015 U.N. Climate Change 
Conference in Paris, adapting 
policy to address environmental 

degradation has become a pivotal issue in 
the current election cycle. Perhaps more 
importantly, it represents a polarizing 
and distinguishable dividing issue that 
separates the major political parties. 
Unfortunately, the official positions of both 
parties involve inefficient or non-existent 
solutions to a problem that 52% of voters 
characterize as critical.1 Current proposals 
almost entirely consist of discussing 
either inaction or taxation, contrary to 
the recommendations provided by the 
Environmental Protection Agency and 
other organizations. The world continues to 
debate solutions to anthropogenic climate 
change, but these proposals are misguided. 
Instead, policy should be broadly 
focused on incentivization, with other 
non-incentivizing regulatory economic 
instruments being used only sparingly in 
the industries within which they are most 
effective.

A consistent barrier to addressing 

climate change is the debate over the extent 
of human impact. The level of human 
impact on carbon dioxide emissions, 
although certainly non-negligible, is 
somewhat debatable in scale. Therefore, a 
more effective discussion begins not with 
carbon dioxide, but with atmospheric levels 
of sulfur dioxide—a greenhouse gas with 
clear anthropogenic origins. Since levels 
began to be recorded in 1850, atmospheric 
sulfur dioxide emissions rose from nearly 
zero to over 140,000 gigagrams.2  Since sulfur 
dioxide poses a significant health threat in 
high concentrations, there is a quantifiable 
need for public policy to successfully 
regulate the environment. This can also be 
seen in the theory of externalities, as Baumol 
and Oates suggest in demonstrating that 
“so long as the number of persons affected 
significantly by emissions is substantial, the 
process of direct negotiation and agreement 
will generally be unmanageable.”3  In other 
words, a command-and-control approach 
involving government monitoring of 
every corporation is inefficient and 
unmanageable, whereas an incentive based  

policy allows corporations to act in mutual 
benefit with societal emissions reductions 
goals.

The need for environmental regulation 
has been met significantly since the 1970s 
in the form of comprehensive regulatory 
statutes. Two prominent examples are 
expansive European environmental 
policies and the influential Clean Water Act 
(CWA) in the United States. One of the most 
significant developments in the politics of 
the environment was the establishment of 
the ‘polluter pays principle,’ adopted by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development around 1970. Part of 
this policy advocated a shift from direct 
government monitoring and attempted 
control “of emissions and environmental 
quality”4 to a market-based approach 
through taxation. The argument in favor of 
environmental taxation is largely based on 
the principle of negative externalities. This 
taxation policy has been widely adopted 
in European environmental regulation, 
with various kinds of taxes instituted by 
France, Sweden, the UK, and others.5  In the 

MISINFORMED 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

POLICY
IN THE 2016 ELECTION

STORY BY WESLEY SHEKER

Pictured: the Ehrenfeld Abandoned Mine Reclamation Project. Photos courtesy of the US Department of the Interior
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 1“Top Voting Issues in 2016 Election,” Pew Research Center, last modified July 7, 2016.
 2 S.J. Smith et al, “Anthropogenic Sulfur Dioxide Emissions: 1850-2005,” Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics 11 (2011): 1101-1116. 
 3William J. Baumol and Wallace E. Oates, The Theory of Environmental Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 10.
 4Paul Ekins, “European Environmental Taxes and Charges: Recent Experience, Issues and Trends,” Ecological Economics 31 (1999): 39-62. 
 5Baumol and Oates, The Theory of Environmental Policy, 10.
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United States, the CWA in 1972 adopted an 
alternative regulatory approach, one which 
required reporting of specific pollution 
metrics and strict penalties for failing to 
adhere to an acceptable range. The Act 
had significant positive benefits (such as 
increasing wastewater treatment by 32%)6,  
but there exists considerable debate about 
the cost effectiveness of the act, with critics 
arguing for a transition to state regulation 
to improve cost efficiency.7 It is interesting 
to note that the failures of the Clean Water 
Act are predominantly in areas not under 
private jurisdiction (like watersheds). This 
contrasts with the privately contracted 
development of treatment plants, which 
saw more competition, suggesting that 
competition, and incentivizing adherence to 
environmental responsibility, is a far more 
cost efficient solution than taxation.  

In the 2016 Democratic Party platform 
ratified at the DNC, the Democratic Party 
stated “that carbon dioxide, methane, and 
other greenhouse gases should be priced 
to reflect their negative externalities,” a 
concept reflected by prevailing European 
policy. Moreover, the Party established large 
goals for emissions reductions, adopted a 
vehemently anti-fracking stance, and stated a 
desire to expand clean energy infrastructure 
while simultaneously rejecting the further 
development of non-renewable energy 
infrastructure.8 Adopting an opposite  
stance, the Republican platform implies 
that the government should be responsible 
for covering negative externalities, 
suggesting that companies be compensated 
for “environmental regulations that 
destroy or diminish the property’s value.”9 
Moreover, the Republican Party argues 
for regulation by states, a narrative shared 
by opponents to the Clean Water Act 
in its current form.  10 Hillary Clinton’s 
environmental policy is nearly identical to 
that of her Party, advocating a regulation-
induced shift to clean energy through a 
Clean Water Act-style system, excluding the 
elements of competition found in the CWA’s 
methodology.11 Donald Trump’s campaign 

has not published an official environmental 
policy, but he called climate change, “a very, 
expensive, hoax (sic.)” on social media. This 
position, claiming a solution by denying the 
problem, is inherently counterproductive. 
Neither solution, however, offers a viable 
path to energy independence and successful 
environmental regulation, and both reflect 
misguided (although different kinds of 
misguided) environmental policy. Clinton’s 
command-and-control approach neglects 
to consider the expense, both economic 
and administrative, that results from active 
monitoring of polluters across the country, 
while Trump’s solution is nonexistent.

Based on the ineffectiveness or mixed 
effectiveness of current policies and the 
sharp ideological divide between the 
solutions of inaction and taxation (and its 
regulatory complements), a perfect solution 
does not seem likely to exist; however, there 
are a series of solutions that offer a near-
ideal application of incentivization without 
the economic disadvantages of taxation. 
First consider the concept of feed-in tariffs, 
which incentivize clean energy production 
with a payment per kilowatt hour. These 
feed-in tariff incentives “have proven to be 
one of the more effective policies in terms of 
stimulating investment,” but are costly for 
governments to maintain.12 To remedy this 
solution, the feed-in tariff payments could 
be covered not by a lump sum payment, 
but rather by decreasing taxation on clean 
energy. For example, one of the major 
barriers to market entry for wind farms is 
the price of land—of which a large amount 
is needed. A state government could offer 
the price guarantee aspect of the feed-in 
tariff incentive in the form of a reduced 
property taxes at a rate determined per 
kilowatt hour of energy production.13 

Abandoned mine land reclamation 
is another environmental policy that 
costs an enormous amount from the 
government, estimated to total “$4.06 
billion in [federal] grants” to just 24 states 
since 1977 to pay for abandoned mine land 
reclamation projects.14 In Pennsylvania, 

only in the year 2014, an amount of over 
$600 million led to the reclamation of 
only 67,041 in calculated acreage value.15 
A more efficient solution would be a type 
of abandoned mine land lease program. 
A selection of wind farms, such as the 
Somerset Wind Farm in Pennsylvania, 
have been established on abandoned mine 
lands, utilizing otherwise useless land 
while bioremediating the damages caused 
by mining. This arrangement could be 
expanded to an abandoned mine land 
lease program, where the state government 
provides a lease to clean energy companies 
free of charge upon the condition these 
companies bioremediate the land. This 
solution mutually benefits taxpayers, fossil 
fuel companies that do not have to pay for 
reclamation of mine land, and clean energy 
companies that are incentivized to become 
established while avoiding the high costs of 
key barriers to market entry.

 Taxation represents an inefficient 
method of combatting the reliance, or 
potential overreliance, on non-renewable 
energy sources. It disproportionately 
affects consumers and inhibits small 
energy producers and competition in 
energy markets. In addition, a large 
number of families, especially in states like 
Pennsylvania, Texas, and North Dakota, 
are reliant on the non-renewable energy 
sector to provide jobs for their wellbeing. 
Inaction is often claimed the alternative to 
taxation: allowing the market to develop 
independently of government control. 
Although decreasing clean energy costs 
support this as an eventual possibility, 
incentivization provides a quicker and more 
efficient alternative. Selective application 
of cap-and-trade policy, improved forms 
of feed-in tariffs, and creative solutions 
like abandoned mine land leasing offer 
substantive policies that neither hamper 
economic progress nor prevent the 
development of a more environmentally-
friendly country. The current political 
discussion is misinformed: incentivization, 
not taxation. 

NATIONAL

6 Robert W. Adler, Jessica C. Landman, and Diane M. Cameron, The Clean Water Act 20 Years Later (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 1993), 14.
 7William L. Adreen, “Water Quality Today- Has the Clean Water Act been a Success?” Alabama Law Review 51 (2004): 537-593. 
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10 Ibid., 18.
11“Hillary Clinton’s Plan to Fight for Environmental and Climate Justice,” Hillary for America.
12 Marcel Brinkman, “Incentivizing Private Investment in Climate Change Mitigation,” in Climate Finance: Regulatory and Funding Strategies for Climate Change and Global Development, ed. Richard B. Steward et al. (New York:   
NYU Press, 2009), 140.
13 Lincoln L. Davies, “Incentivizing Renewable Energy Deployment: Renewable Portfolio Standards and Feed-In Tariffs,” KLRI Journal of Law and Legislation 1 (2011): 41-91. 
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        The historical background of 
each movement both describes and 
informs us of the reasoning for each 
movement’s existence. The British 
Labour Party first gained prominence 
after winning a forty-seat majority 
over the Tory Party in the 1945 general 
election. The socialist wing of the Labour 
Party wished to continue a platform 
developed in 1918 that emphasized the 
role of trade unions, workers’ rights, and 
a broad growth in equality.1 A majority 
of the population at the time belonged 
to the skilled and unskilled working 
class and identified as such. After the 
establishment of the National Health 
Service and emphasizing workers’ rights, 
the Labour Party wanted to continue 
adhering to this platform after the end 
of World War II. However, wealth had 
increased, and the growing middle 
class no longer felt that these policies fit 
their socioeconomic status. As a result, 
the Labour Party, after winning a 1950 
election that was quickly replaced by an 
election in 1951, went on to lose the next 

The 2016 election continues to 
surprise pundits today through 
its adoption of populism. 

Though populism may be new to 
American politics in the 21st century, 
Bernie Sanders has quickly become an 
American inspiration for populism on 
the left. However, Sanders adopts many 
of his policies and his campaign from 
the electoral strategies of the British 
Labour Party in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Specifically, Sanders borrows heavily 
from the Labour Party’s emphasis on the 
empowerment of the working class. The 
rise of both of these populist and leftist 
movements can be better understood 
by examining the similarities and 
differences between the Labour Party’s 
socialist wings and the “Feel the Bern” 
movement. Essentially, the Labour Party 
and Bernie Sanders both focused on 
the re-education of the electorate and a 
staunch reliance on policy over politics 
to gain prominence. However, both 
movements were eventually defeated by 
their stronger oppositions.

three British general elections until 1964. 
The thirteen-year span of being outside 
the Parliament’s majority ultimately 
pressured the Labour Party to expand its 
base by abandoning its leftist platform, 
allowing the party to win in 1964.

        Bernie Sanders gained 
prominence by successfully capitalizing 
on voters’ shift toward far-left policies 
and their dissatisfaction with the Obama 
administration. The Obama presidency 
was heavily criticized by the far left for 
its perceived reliance on centrist policies 
and its close ties to Wall Street.2  Obama’s 
moderate tenure ended up alienating 
far-left Democrats. causing this young, 
haphazard voting bloc to look for a 
champion elsewhere.

        Unfortunately, both political 
movements eventually failed due to 
their lack of voter appeal. The Labour 
Party’s commitment to improving the 
socioeconomic status of the poor and 
working class lost relevance as the post-
war economy surged and the middle class 
drastically expanded.3  Other factors 

FEEL   THE 

Story by Richard Diurba
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  1Mark Abrams and Richard Rose, Must labour lose? (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1960), 70. 
  2Ezra Klein, “Obama Revealed: A Moderate Republican,” Washington Post, April 25, 2011. 
  3Dominic Wring, “From mass propaganda to political marketing: the transformation of Labour Party election campaigning,” British Elections & Parties Yearbook 5 (1995): 
119.
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Macmillan appeared, to voters, to be 
a stronger leader and a more polished 
politician.7 The same has been said of 
Secretary Clinton. Her long resume 
and established connections clearly 
benefited her, as she did not need ardent 
campaigning for name recognition.

        In summary, both campaigns are 
examples of far-left partisan stalwarts 
who faced stiff opposition from more 
egalitarian, catch-all campaigns. Both 
movements failed due to their inability 
to compromise parts of their ideology 
to gain voters and their oppositions’ 
successful strategies to paint the 
movements as too radical. The Sanders 
movement died out with the adoption of 
the very campaign finance policies they 
fought against, while the far-left Labour 
Party had to reinvent itself and lost its 
1918 platform.8  The important lesson 
that both of these campaigns teach us is 
that it is important to focus on gaining 
voters, not converts, and to prevent the 
moderate opposition from cornering the 
political movement. 

that contributed to the Labour Party’s 
decline were its failure to effectively 
use mass media as a communication 
tool and the Conservative Party’s 
adoption of key Labour Party policies 
such as a single payer health program 
through the National Health Service.4 
The Labour Party before World War 
II mostly advocated for its platform by 
trying to educate the electorate about 
the advantages of advancing welfare 
policies. Although it was nearly a 
decade after World War II, the Labour 
Party doubled down on this approach 
by focusing heavily on educating the 
electorate on why economically left 
policies would best benefit workers, even 
though most appeared content with the 
transition from working to middle class. 
Ultimately, the Labour Party failed to 
reinvent itself, and the Tories cornered 
the middle class, the largest growing 
demographic at the time.

To combat Bernie Sanders, Hillary 
Clinton adopted a strategy similar to 
that of the Tories in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Instead of directly combatting Bernie 
Sanders, Clinton adopted his most 
popular ideas and policies. Clinton also 
emphasized building coalitions with the 
electorate instead converting the voters 
on issues.5  Clinton successfully defeated 
Sanders by adapting her campaign to the 
party’s shifting preferences rather than 
attempting to change the electorate’s 
political beliefs.

        The leadership involved in both 
movements contained one-trait leaders. 
The United States movement relied 
heavily on Bernie Sanders. His outreach 
largely stayed on the subject of income 
inequality and campaign finance.6 His 
issues did not expand beyond that. He 
was known as a politician devoted to 
socioeconomic issues and that was about 
it. As for the leadership of the Labour 
Party, Hugh Gaitskell was a prominent 
figure for several years. Gaitskell also 
merely stayed on message and was 
considered a promoter of Labour 
values, but not much else. In contrast 
to their opponents, Tory leader Harold 

FEEL   THE 
1950s  BRITISH 
SOCIALISM

Pictured, left: British Labour Party leader Hugh Gaitskell 
in 1958. Right: United States Senator Bernie Sanders in 
2014. Photos courtesy of Wikimedia Commons
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 6Aaron Zitner, Dante Chinni, and Brian McGill, “How Clinton Won,” Wall Street Journal, June 8, 2016. 
 7Mark and Rose, Must labour lose?, 30.
  8Jonathan Karl and Benjamin Siegel, “Bernie Sanders’ New Political Group Raises Campaign Finance Questions,” ABC News, August 19, 2016. 
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There have been many articles in 
recent months discussing the 
Chinese view on the American 

election, appearing in publications 
ranging from The New York Times to 
Business Insider.  Having lived in China 
since June, I have paid close attention to 
these articles, curious how the American 
media would interpret the opinions of 
the Chinese populace.  Some articles 
focused on topics such as the effect of the 
popular television show House of Cards 
on Chinese people’s understanding of 
American politics, while others pointed 
to social media as a metric for gauging 
public sentiment, and still others tried 
to paint a picture of a public opinion 
controlled entirely by the government.  
I cannot speak to the veracity of these 

various claims; what I can talk about 
is what I have learned from my daily 
conversations with Chinese people, first 
in Beijing and now in Hong Kong.

 Before arriving in the People’s 
Republic of China, the answer to this 
article’s titular question seemed quite 
obvious to me: One candidate has built 
his platform in part on increasingly 
hostile anti-China rhetoric while 
the other has historically favored 
international trade and cooperation.  
However, upon arriving in the PRC, I 
discovered that in reality, the opinions of 
those living in China are much more of 
a mixed bag.  A conglomeration of social 
traditionalism, media coverage, and 
self-interest has combined to influence 
the Chinese people in a way that may 

surprise many Americans.
 Westerners often imagine 

China as a nation unable to break away 
from tradition.  While such ideas are 
largely exaggerated, it is certainly true 
that many in China, even the educated, 
liberal youth, hold certain views that 
are more traditional than those of their 
counterparts in the West.  An obvious 
consequence of this traditionalism is 
that some Chinese hold subconscious 
biases against the idea of a female 
president: Posts on social media sites, 
such as Weibo, often criticize Hillary 
Clinton’s age and health, issues that have 
largely not been raised against her male 
opponent.  Some Beijingers with whom 
I spoke even went so far as to express 
outright doubt that a woman could lead 

Pictured, from left to right: Donald Trump, Xi Jinping, and Hillary Clinton. Photos courtesy of Gage Skidmore, kremlin.ru, and Gage Skidmore, respectively
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the United States of America.  On top 
of that, Bill Clinton’s infidelity scandals 
of the 1990’s left a lasting impression in 
China, where Monica Lewinsky remains 
a household name.  As a result, many in 
China view the Clintons as chronically 
dishonest, a feeling exacerbated by 
the nation’s powerful pro-traditional-
relationship mindset.

 This brings us to the next issue 
at hand, that of the Chinese state-run 
media.  The Communist Party of China 
has a long history of propaganda and 
censorship, dating back to the PRC’s 
establishment in 1949.  Coverage of the 
US election has understandably put the 
CPC in a tough position.  Earlier in the 
election, several articles were published 
and statements released condemning 
various anti-China remarks made by 
Donald Trump, but since then, the 
Mainland Chinese media has been 
largely quiet on the topic.

In fact, during my time in Beijing, I 
was asked more frequently about Hillary 
Clinton’s email scandal than I was about 
Donald Trump’s increasingly offensive, 
anti-China language.  Some of those 
with whom I spoke were genuinely 
confused as to how someone could 
support a “lying woman who willingly 
endangered national security” (a picture 
that was painted for them largely by 
Chinese media).  It’s not that the CPC 
necessarily consciously chooses to 
publicize anti-Clinton news and repress 
anti-Trump news. Rather, it is far easier 
for the CPC, which notoriously enjoys 
approving stories that cast the American 
government in a bad light, to publicize 
the ex-Secretary of State’s gaffes than 
it is for it to willing print anti-China 
rhetoric.  The general repression of 
outside information has made it difficult 
for many Chinese citizens to access the 
Western media’s reports on the election.  
Even those who are aware of Trump’s 
ranting (which can be accessed in 
limited quantities on social media) view 
such talk as unserious, even as a joke.  
One recent college graduate in Beijing 
told me, “We think he’s funny.  And he 
won’t actually follow through on any 
of his promises if he’s elected.”  They 
see Trump as more entertainer than 
politician, which to many in China is a 
breath of fresh air.

The last important component of the 
Chinese attitude toward the American 

election that I noticed during my time 
both in Beijing and now in Hong Kong 
is self-interest.  Hong Kong is largely 
less traditional than Mainland China, 
and generally doesn’t suffer from 
information repression; moreover, the 
city stands as one of the most important 
economic hubs in the world.  To 
many Hong Kongers, Donald Trump 
represents the potential for personal 
bankruptcy.  Should Donald Trump be 
elected President and enact some of his 
anti-China policies (which include a 45% 
tariff on Chinese goods), it could mean 
the end of a lot of Hong Kong-based 
businesses.  Correspondingly, many 
Hong Kongers, especially those who 
have immigrated from the West, view the 
prospect of a Trump presidency with a 
mixture of incredulity and genuine fear.

The opposite is often the case in 
Beijing.  While many fear the notion of a 
man as unstable as Donald Trump, there 
are those who view a Trump presidency 
as an opportunity for China.  Donald 
Trump has openly advocated for the 
withdrawal of American forces based 
in Asia.  His policies might very well 
leave the door open for China to finally 
‘reunify’ with Taiwan, exert more control 

Story by Daniel Nathan

over the South China Sea, and behave 
more belligerently toward its neighbors, 
particularly Japan.  The CPC especially 
is trying to balance the prospect of a 
devoutly anti-China US president with 
the idea of finally being able to expand 
its sphere of influence in East Asia.  

According to many polls, Donald 
Trump enjoys widespread support in 
China; in fact, a poll conducted several 
months ago by Phoenix TV, a Hong Kong 
based station with viewers throughout 
the Mainland, found Trump leading 
Clinton by a margin of 53.7% among 
its viewers.  Views have become more 
moderate recently, but according to the 
most recent polls, it still appears that 
the general public supports Trump.  
While the views of the Chinese people 
will ultimately have little-to-no direct 
effect on the result of the United States 
election, using the election as a lens 
through which to try to understand the 
way the Chinese people regard America 
is an illuminating experiment.  It is 
clear to me that their views are not as 
obvious as many in America may think. 
I am excited to see the Chinese public 
reaction to the election once it concludes 
on November 8.

Pictured: Secretary of State Hillary Clinton being greeted by Chinese President Hu Jintao, with 
Vice President Joe Biden, First Lady Michelle Obama, and President Barack Obama in the 
background,  on the White House’s South Lawn in 2011. Photo courtesy of whitehouse.gov
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Interview                          

David Sanger

INTERVIEW

Penn Political Review: What we’ve seen 
this year with Russia’s involvement in the 
US presidential election is unprecedented. 
What do you think their hacking tells us 
about how future elections will play out, 
and what – if anything – can the US do to 
prevent their influence?

David Sanger: Deterrence in the 
cyber realm is very unlike deterrence in 
the nuclear or conventional realm…You 
don’t know where a lot of cyberattacks 
are coming from. In the Cold War… there 
weren’t that many nuclear players. The only 
one that could reach us in a significant way 
was Russia and later on, China. In cyber, 
everybody’s got the reach. In North Korea, 
they can’t produce a light bulb but they 
managed to take out 70% of the computers 
at Sony Pictures Entertainment. It takes 
a lot of time to figure out who’s attacking 
you. It may be a state, it may be a non-state 
actor, it could be a criminal group, it could 
be a hacktivist, it could be sympathizers 
of WikiLeaks or Anonymous. It could be 
a group of teenagers. Thus, you can’t do 
arms control treaties. And frankly if you 
see an attack coming out of say, China, and 
you call up the Chinese and say, “the NSA 
is looking in at your systems and we see an 
attack massing,” they’re likely to say, “not 
the government, not us. Kids nowadays, 
what are you going to do with them?” Even 
if that is a group that is acting on behalf of 
the Chinese government. So the deterrence 
problem is vastly more complicated… 

I think that we spent years over-
worrying about the cyberattack on the 
electric grid that takes everything from 
Maine to Florida and under-worrying 
about the much more subtle attacks that 
can have different effects… And if you think 
about the past couple of years – separate 
and apart from what the United States has 
done to others – those are the attacks you 
have seen. The Chinese took 22 million 
security files out of OPM. Five years ago, 
ten years ago no one would have known 
what to do with 22 million security files. But 
in an era of big data you can sort that and 
put relationships together and figure out 

who is a spook and who is a diplomat and 
who has vulnerabilities because they are 
in debt…Years ago, it would not have been 
useful to go through the voter registration 
rolls… with big data and an ability to go 
crack these systems, it’s possible. I hope it 
doesn’t happen. It’s unlikely, but it’s possible. 
Election day could come and you could 
show up at the polling place particularly 
here in Philadelphia where there is no 
paper backup or paper ballots, and say, “hi, 
I registered to vote three months ago,” and 
they look and they say, “hmm...don’t see it 
on the central register…” So, we’ve got a 
vulnerability where we’ve been thinking 
about structures – electric grids, cellphone 
networks, emergency response – and we 
haven’t been thinking about data flows. So if 
we’re going to prevent this from happening 
in future elections… The lesson’s got be 
that there has to be some minimal level 
of security that we all agree on even if the 
states run each of their systems. There’s got 
to be an early warning system, there’s got 
to be resiliency, and there has to be paper 
backup. Because you don’t have to attack 
every election system in the United States. 
You just have to attack enough that people 
have doubt that their vote is being counted. 
So that if somebody in Iowa is reading that 
someone in Pennsylvania does not know if 
their vote is being counted, they’re thinking, 
“I wonder if my vote is being counted.” All 
you have to do is sew doubt in the system and 
I think that is what the Russians are doing 
at this point. I don’t think they can throw 
the thing to Donald Trump. I mean, they 
read the polls the way everybody else does. 
I think they are just looking for disruption. 
And in their view, they’re doing what to us 
what we did to them - what Hillary Clinton 
did in 2011 parliamentary elections where 
she came out with statements and said “We 
don’t think this was a free and fair election.” 
And Putin didn’t take that well and he 
complained and Medvedev complained 
that we were interfering in their election. So 
in their minds it could well be that they are 
just be evening the score card.

The Daily Pennsylvanian: Could you 

please talk about your views on the major 
differences between the foreign policies of 
the presidential candidates?

DS: One of the big differences is that in 
doing our interviews with Donald Trump 
in March and in July.... it was pretty clear 
that Mr. Trump’s view of the world is very 
transactional. Which is not really that 
surprising if you spent your life as a real 
estate developer. You’ve gone into a country 
and you’ve struck a deal… you then go on 
to the next country with the next deal that 
you’re doing... so the concept of building up 
alliances, which has been the fundamental 
underpinning of American foreign 
policy since the post-World War II era, is 
somewhat missing from his world view. 
It’s not that he necessarily thinks that that’s 
a bad idea; he doesn’t mind allies if they 
agree with him, as many past presidents 
have not, but I think his view is very much... 
alliances are not useful for their own sake in 
his mind, I think. So when you talk about a 
relationship, whether it’s with Japan or the 
NATO countries or whatever, you tend to 
get a, “I need to look at our trade deficit,” or 
“I need to figure out what we’re getting out 
of this one-on-one relationship” and mostly 
he views it as a tax on American resources. 
So when we talked to him about Japan for 
example, or South Korea, he wants them to 
pay more for the troop presence there… The 
concept that we have a strategic interest in 
keeping American troops just offshore of 
North Korea and China on what is basically 
an unsinkable air craft carrier – the Japanese 
Islands – is something that I don’t think he 
has given a whole lot of past thought to. He 
views it very much as a transaction of “we’re 
protecting them, they should pay up.”

Secretary Clinton takes a much more 
traditional alliance-building view. But her 
view is almost a Republican view. It is very 
much more similar to what you would have 
heard from, say, maybe Mitt Romney but 
certainly from McCain in the ‘08 cycle… I 
think she believes, as President Obama did, 
and I think this comes very much from her 
time as Secretary of State – that we’re not 
in a world anymore where we can pretend 

David Sanger is an award-winning New York Times journalist. He reports primarily on national security, 
foreign policy and the White House. Mr. Sanger has been on two Pulitzer Prize winning reporting teams and 
has published two books. He teaches national security policy at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government. 
The Penn Political Review and The Daily Pennsylvanian sat down with Mr. Sanger to talk about the presidential 
election, foreign policy and reporting on national security.
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to be a sole superpower. And not only that, 
we don’t want to be. Because if you’re the sole 
superpower you either have to decide that 
some battle isn’t worth your fighting, or you’re 
all in, but there’s nothing in between. Whereas 
in the Middle East right now, I think she’s 
fundamentally along with the concept that we 
want to be training allies; we want them to be 
able to go take on the fight and they just don’t 
have the capability to go do that yet. For her, the 
weak side of that is, as it has been for President 
Obama, a fuzziness of the definition of when 
Americans go in and actually intervene. And 
here, she and President Obama have some 
significant differences. Obama has been 
extremely hesitant. Syria’s a great example. 
She wanted to go fund the opposition more, 
she wanted to arm the opposition more in 
a covert program. She talked about that in 
some of the Goldman Sachs speeches that 
got released in WikiLeaks… But what she told 
Goldman Sachs, for an extraordinary amount 
of money, it was essentially what she would 
say to us when she was Secretary of State and 
that was – the United States on one hand can’t 
fight every battle, but we have to recognize that 
most other countries don’t have the capacity to 
go do this. And the fundamental difficulty we 
face right now and what we’ve learned since 
9/11 is, if there is an ungoverned space in the 
Middle East, it’s not that it can be filled by a 
radical group, it will be filled by a radical 
group. They will gravitate to a space that 
will give them some territory and protection. 
That’s how Al Qaeda operated, that’s how 
ISIS operated and if we defeat ISIS, it’s how 
the next radical group like that will operate. 
And so you have to think hard about whether 
or not you want to let that ungoverned space 
appear. If you don’t want your troops sitting 
there, someone’s going to have to. You have 
to think about whether or not you’re willing 
to spend the money to go do that early on so 
you’re not facing an ISIS later on.

PPR: You mentioned the South China Sea. 
Can you speak a little about what you would 
like to see the next president’s policy towards 
China look like, given our relationship in 
recent years?

DS: Well, there is a reason that the 
Chinese relationship is so complicated. It’s 
unlike Russia and unlike most other large 
adversaries. There is a level of interdependency 
between the United States and China that 

restrains action on both sides. Do you 
remember the crazy days when people 
would say something like, “They’re going 
to pull out all their money from treasuries 
and you know our economy is going to 
collapse,” and you sort of wanted to shake 
them and say, “Okay, let’s think about that 
for a moment.” They are going to pull that 
out of dollars and they are gonna put it in 
what? The Euro right now? Be my guest. 
The yen? Their awful enemy in Asia, 
the Japanese? Go right ahead. And they 
need to have it in something because of 
their trading relationships around the 
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...this election 
has certainly en-
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in a way I bet the 
last cycle didn’t”

world. So, we have significant leverage. 
That leverage may not help us sort out the 
question of whether or not we can change 
their ability to create islands in the middle 
of the ocean and call it their territory. But we 
can make the argument that – as Secretary 
Clinton did when she was Secretary of State 
– that we have as much claim in these areas 
as they do. We’re a Pacific power as well. I 
think the United States made a mistake by 
not running more freedom of navigation 
operations through that area of the South 
China Sea earlier on, because you don’t 
want to be in the position that when you 
start doing it, it seems like an aggressive 
act. You want to be doing it every week so 
that they are used to seeing you. They may 
not like it, but it’s not like you just showed 
up in a moment of crisis. To do that, you 
need to make the pivot real. You need to 

be putting more resources, more time, 
more diplomacy, more money into Asia. 
Everybody understands this intellectually 
and nobody can seem to break free from the 
resources that we keep tied up in the Middle 
East for obvious reasons. 

PPR: You report a lot on national 
security. Can you talk about the balance 
between reporting on information that it 
is important for the public to have access 
to, and not going too far and reporting 
on something that could be harmful to 
national security?

DS: This is a balancing act that we are 
engaged in each and every day… First things 
first, you cannot write about the major 
challenges that the US faces today – whether 
it is China, or Russia or Korea, or any of the 
other things we’ve discussed –  without 
tripping into information that is classified 
somewhere, somehow… Secondly, things 
are so wildly over-classified these days that 
the very fact that something is classified 
is not in itself going to stop you from 
publishing it. I remind people that when 
WikiLeaks happened in 2010 and we got the 
State Department cables, 10 or 15% of those 
cables were newspaper articles that were 
published in Lisbon or Beijing or Sao Paulo, 
that somebody decided should be included 
in a cable and sent back to Washington. 
On their way to doing that, they stamped 
“secret” on it. You could Google it that 
day! My position with an administration 
whether it’s Democrats or Republicans – it 
would be the same if it were run by Martians 
– is the mere fact that something is classified 
is not gonna stop us from publishing it. You 
have to establish to us why it would be in 
an imminent threat to a life, an ongoing 
operation, an imminent operation. And 
you can’t use the argument that something 
would merely be embarrassing to publish, 
because we publish embarrassing things all 
the time, sometimes right out of the mouths 
of politicians or policymakers.

So, then the question comes: what 
is your fundamental role? And is our 
fundamental role to encourage debate on 
issues that the American public needs to 
know about? Even if the US government 
doesn’t want them debating it. Try this 
thought experiment: supposing we had 
had the national intelligence estimate on 
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Iraq prior to the Iraq invasion in 2003, with 
all of its footnotes and doubts that Saddam 
Hussein actually had nuclear weapons. 
Highly classified document. Should we 
have published that ahead of a war that was 
being sold on false pretenses? You bet! Do 
we wish we had had it? You bet! 

PPR: What do you view as Obama’s 
primary successes and failures in dealing 
with Syria?

DS: He came to power determined 
not to repeat George Bush’s big mistake 
of committing a lot of Americans to a war 
overseas that basically had no end. And it’s 
hard to remember now but when he came 
in we had 180,000 or more troops deployed 
across Iraq and Afghanistan. And because 
we hadn’t quite defined what it was they 
were supposed to accomplish, we weren’t in 
a good place about how long they would be 
there and when we would pull them back. He 
defined a set of objectives and pulled them 
back fairly quickly in Iraq. In the Iraq case, 
merely implementing a plan that Bush had 
left for him. I think the first term was pretty 
good in that regard. Getting Bin Laden was 
an additional benefit. Focusing on Iran and 
keeping them from having the materials to 
get a nuclear weapon was another. There 
are things about the Iran deal I would like 
to have different. But it’s a negotiation and 
in a negotiation both sides get to go have 
their stuff. We got 10-15 years out of it. That’s 
not nothing. Do I wish it was longer? Yes. 
Do I wish there were stricter rules about 
what they could do after year fifteen? 
Absolutely. But by and large I think that was 
a significant step in the right direction. In 
Syria, we allowed our fear of getting bogged 
down in another Middle East war to permit 
a humanitarian disaster to unfold that I 
fear could be a significant blot on Obama’s 
legacy. I would not want to be the poor 
museum curator who has to go design the 
Syria cubicles of the Obama library because 
we’ve had nearly half a million people die. 
Was that Barack Obama’s fault? No. Were 
there things we could have done earlier to 
stop it? I think so. Had we predicted that the 
Russians would move in quite so decisively 
with airpower, I think it would have forced 
us to think, “could we have moved in pretty 
decisively with airpower ahead of them?” 
Just as Rwanda was Bill Clinton’s big regret, 

my guess is that Syria would probably be 
Obama’s. 

PPR: You mentioned Syria before being 
a blot on Obama’s legacy. How do you think 
his legacy will be remembered? 

DS: I think a few things. I mean there’s 
the obvious, with being the first African 
American president. There’s been huge 
legal progress for gays and lesbians, for 
women in the military, for transgenders. 
You’ve got a range of social issues, I think, 
some of which he wasn’t even on board 
with in 2008. I think the progress has been 
significantly more sweeping than he would 
have thought. Obamacare may need some 
adjustments, but the fact of the matter is we 
have millions more people covered today, 
than we did when he came in… I think the 
downside will be whether or not he let the 
pendulum of America’s influence in the 
world swing too far out here after too many 
years of unilateralism, and whether there’s 
a happy medium that he hasn’t quite found 
yet. 

DP: Is there anything else you want the 
undergraduates at Penn to know about this 
election and how it will affect how the US 
interacts with other countries?

DS: It’s hard to overstate how much the 
rest of the world is watching this election… I 
think we have – for better or worse – we have 
let the world see our internal struggle about 
how much we want to be a global player and 
how much we want to pull up the walls. It’s as 
obvious as the “make America great again” 
slogan, where the key word is “again.” As if 
there’s an image to many people of an older, 
whiter, more Christian, simpler America 
that doesn’t look like the America that you 
guys all know at Penn. And, that’s an urban-
rural thing. That’s a college-educated versus 
non college-educated thing. It’s a racial 
thing. No country that transforms itself ever 
does it in a straight line. It’s always sort of up 
and back and up and back, and that’s been 
the history of America from when we wrote 
the first amendment and we had the Alien 
and Sedition Acts not long after that. To 
those who think the world is falling apart, 
the country is falling apart? A hundred 
years into this country we actually had a full 
civil war. We are not in quite as much new 
territory as we all might think. But boy, this 
election has certainly engaged everybody 
and all of your fellow students in a way I bet 
the last cycle didn’t. And that’s not all bad. 

This interview has been condensed and contains 
minor edits for clarity and grammar.

The NYT Headquarters in New York. Courtesy of Joe Shlabotnik

Fall 2016  PENN POLITICAL REVIEW   19



PPR
Penn Political Review

Fall 2016


