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letter from the editor

This issue of PPR focuses on both domestic and foreign policy issues that will impact our country during 
this election year. Topics covered range from external threats, such as the rise of ISIS, to efforts by the 
government to adapt new technologies aimed at better informing the populace. Our country is currently 
facing a critical electoral decision that will carry tremendous implications. This process has revealed that 
our country is both extremely divided and angry.

 

How our nation chooses to act when facing these divisive forces both domestically and abroad will 
determine the future course of American politics. Both political parties are offering drastically different 
solutions to the country’s current ills. Articles in this issue of PPR add to the existing dialogue and illustrate 
the consequences of the decision that will be made by Americans at the ballot box this November.

Dear Reader,

Robert Levinson
PPR Editor-in-Chief

Robert
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On the evening of November 13th, 
multiple terrorist attacks occurred 
in Paris, ultimately killing 130 and 

injuring 368 people. On December 2nd , 14 
people were killed and 21 were injured in the 
shootings that took place in San Bernardino, 
California. These attacks were planned and 
coordinated by the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) or by people with strong 
affiliations to the group. As time goes, ISIS 
will only grow in power and the severity in 
these attacks will only increase. ISIS is a clear 
and present danger to US national security 
and must be defeated. Current strategy has 
not been strong enough to defeat ISIS and the US 

should adopt a new strategy that should 
consider deploying US troops to combat 
ISIS. 

ISIS is a jihadist militant group mostly 
consisting of Sunni Muslims that occupies 
and controls large areas of territory in 
Iraq and Syria. The group’s origin can be 
traced back to 1999 when it was merely an 
affiliate group for al-Qaeda. In 2006, the 
group proclaimed themselves as the Islamic 
State of Iraq (ISI). And on June 29, 2014, 
ISIS proclaimed itself as a caliphate. ISIS’ 
self¬ proclamation lends important insight 
into the group’s motivation and future 
intention. As writer Graeme Woods jokingly 
wrote “The reality is that the Islamic State is 
Islamic. Very Islamic.” ISIS’ motivation is to 
create an Islamic state that is ruled by Sharia 
law and modeled as closely as possible to the 
government under the time of the Islamic 
prophet Muhammad. The group believes in a 
very fundamental version of the Apocalypse. 
This belief states that the armies of Rome 
will meet the armies of Islam in northern 
Syria and that the final battle between Islam 
and the anti¬messiah will take place in 
Jerusalem. The armies of Islam will be lead 
by Jesus and the final battle will usher in the 
beginning of the Apocalypse. Woods argues 
that this fundamental belief can help explain 
ISIS’ past behavior. For example, ISIS, at 
a great cost, conquered the strategically 
unimportant Dabiq’s plains. It is here that 
the armies of Rome are supposed to set up 
their camp and where the armies of Islam are 
supposed to meet them. 

It is with this religious understanding that 
some of the seemingly paradoxical actions 
taken by ISIS become understandable. ISIS’ 
central mission is to create an enduring 
and expanding Islamic state. Yet, at the 
same time, it has attacked and provoked 
several western countries with far greater 
military power. Woods would argue that a 
Western attack is exactly what ISIS is trying 
to provoke. It fits into their apocalyptic 
version of fundamental Islam. They can 
use a Western attack to further paint their 
narrative that they are the righteous armies 
of Islam and that the Western powers are the 
armies of Rome. 

Current US strategy against ISIS has 
focused on strategic airstrikes to weaken ISIS 
in the hopes that the group will eventually 
bleed itself out. It is impossible for ISIS, under 
the fundamental tenants that it follows, to 
make any allies. Islamic law permits only 
temporary peace treaties, accepting any sort 

of border is strictly forbidden, and the caliph 
must wage jihad at least once a year. These 
policies leave ISIS surrounded with enemies. 
US strategy has been focused on 3 key areas. 
The first is containing ISIS and stopping their 
territorial advance with strategic airstrikes. 
The second and third are to use air strikes to 
target ISIS leaders and oil resources. Woods 
writes, “Properly contained, the Islamic State 
is likely to be its own undoing. No country is 
its ally, and its ideology ensures that this will 
remain the case. The land it controls, while 
expansive, is mostly uninhabited and poor. 
As it stagnates or slowly shrinks, its claim 
that it is the engine of God’s will and the 
agent of apocalypse will weaken, and fewer 
believers will arrive.” 

This strategy, unfortunately, is not 
working. Targeted airstrikes against ISIS’ 
leadership and oil reserves are simply 
not effective. Since 2006 the US has 
killed the past 3 ISIS leaders and a new 
one has surfaced without much trouble. 
Similar efforts to bomb and target key 
oil resources are also equally likely to 
have insubstantial long¬term effects. 
Louise Shelley, Director of the Terrorism, 
Transnational Crime, and Corruption 
Center, writes in her essay “Blood Money” 
that “ISIS is a diversified business, and oil 
is only one of its several revenue streams. 
US officials ignore that fact at their own 
peril.” 

Despite their shortcomings, US airstrikes 
have been very successful in stopping the 
territorial expansion of ISIS. Constant 
airstrikes have made it too dangerous 
for ISIS to expand. Yet despite this, ISIS 
has also been able to gain followers from 
similar jihadi militant groups outside 
of the territory it controls in Iraq 
and Syria. Khalil al¬Anai, professor 
of Middle Eastern Studies at Johns 
Hopkins, writes in his essay “ISIS 
Enters Egypt” that ISIS support abroad 
has been “proof positive that ISIS has 
been able to attract new followers and 
continued support outside the Levant—
despite the fact that it is facing the fury of a 
US led air campaign.”

Even if there were a way to slowly contain 
ISIS and bleed the group out, it might not 
be the best strategic option. ISIS’ center of 
gravity is their obsession with their fanatical, 
apocalyptic version of Islam. They want the 
US to attack them, as they believe that it will 
usher in the apocalypse. There is, thus, a 
high degree of risk that ISIS will make larger 
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and more desperate attempts of provocation 
against the US and western powers with the 
passing of time in order to fulfill its own self-
destructive prophecy. We should not wait 
for a dirty bomb in Manhattan in order to 
realize this. 

The US needs to adopt a new strategy if 
it wants to defeat ISIS. Pape along with his 
corroborators Ruby and Bauer outlined 
in their essay four measures that the US 
government can take. The first is to maintain 
the gains that the US has already made in 
its current air strike campaign. The second 
is to secure greater autonomy for Sunni 
provinces. Third, the US should expand air 
strikes along the border of Syria and Iraq in 
order to limit the movement of large ISIS 
troops. Lastly, the US should roll back ISIS 
with local troops on the ground. 

The problem is that Iraqi troops and 
Syrian rebels are ill trained and do not have 
a strong track record of success against ISIS. 
The Economist writes in its leader on ISIS 
“So far, the plan has been to train Iraqi forces 
to use in Iraq and, and to look to Kurds 
and sympathetic fighters in Syria. That plan 
is not going well. The Kurds have other 
worries. Despite the training (and money), 
neither Iraqis nor the Syrians are ready for 
a big fight.” 

K. Kagan and her corroborators write “It 
is extremely unlikely that tribal forces will 
be able to take urban centers from ISIS or 
serve as the ‘hold’ force even in rural areas.” 
Robert Kagan writes in his essay in the WSJ 
“The Crisis of World Order” that America 
must take the lead if there is to be any success 
in the fight against ISIS. K. Kagan and her 
corroborators argue in their paper “A Strategy 
to defeat the Islamic State” for a mix of US 
troops and tribal support. They contend that 
“The best¬case scenario involves U.S and 
allied forces, supported by temporary bases 
inside Iraq and Syria, enabling local tribal 
forces to expel ISIS from key terrain and 
then cooperating with the Iraqi government 
and security forces to retake urban areas and 
hold cleared terrain.” The authors stress the 
importance of establishing alliances with 
local tribes. The authors write that Sunni 
tribes “have already shown that they can and 
will fight against al¬Qada groups with that 
help, and that they either cannot or will not 
fight effectively without it.” The bulk of the 
troops will “likely be comprised of various 
kinds of units supporting a much more 
limited number of Special Forces and other 
assets deployed in small groups with tribes, 

opposition forces, and Iraqi Security Forces.” 
While this plan is still nebulous and far 

from perfect it highlights the main points that 
a new US strategy must have to defeat ISIS. 
The first is that the US should maintain the 
gains that it has already earned in its current 
air¬strike campaign. The second is that the 
US must seek alliances with local tribes. 
Lastly, local tribes are not strong enough to 
defeat ISIS by themselves. The US or a US led 
coalition must provide some sort of support 
with troops on the ground in order to defeat 
ISIS. 

There are, of course, several risks to such 
a US strategy. Sending in American troops 
would be terribly costly and time consuming. 
Not only would US troops have to help defeat 
ISIS, but they would also have to stay in Iraq 
and Syria for several years to help rebuild the 
countries and maintain the peace. There will 
definitely be US casualties. Numerous soldiers 
will be killed or wounded. It is also important 
to note that by sending in ground troops, the 
US is directly playing into ISIS’ narrative of 
the apocalypse. In the short term, ISIS may 
be able to draw in more recruits. The threat 
of attacks against the US homeland may also 
increase. And while these are indeed heavy 
costs, the cost of inaction is heavier still. 
Doing nothing will allow ISIS to expand and 
provoke larger and greater attacks on the US 
and her allies. Barack Mendelsohn writes in 
his essay “ISIS’ Gruesome Gamble” “Fighting 
ISIS will inevitably generate some resentment 
against the United States. However, the danger 
that would result from allowing ISIS to expand 
unchecked is far worse.” 

Woods compares ISIS’s appeal to that of 
Hitler. He quotes Orwell who writes ““I offer 
you a good time,” Hitler has said to them, “I 
offer you struggle, danger, and death,” and as 
a result a whole nation flings itself at his feet 
… We ought not to underrate its emotional 
appeal.” Much like Hitler, ISIS must be 
stopped. The world cannot and should not 
wait for another eminent attack. R. Kagan 
compares fighting ISIS to fighting a spreading 
cancer. The cancer, as of now, is only in the 
periphery and has yet to reach the main 
organs. A treatment must be decisive and it 
must be quick—the course may be difficult, 
but it just may be the prescription the world 
needs.

Article by: 
Brian Liu

Photo: 
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The Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia, or the FARC, is a 
people’s militant group involved 

in the ongoing Colombian Armed 
Conflict since 1964. Specifically, the 
Colombian Armed Conflict is a “low-
intensity asymmetric war” that mainly 
involves the Colombian government 
and radical left-wing guerilla groups. 
Following the assassination of 
populist political leader Jorge Gaitàn 
in 1948 and the overwhelming U.S. 
influence in rural Colombia against 
communism, the radical liberals and 
communist groups banded together to 
form the FARC. The FARC’s mission 
statement includes promoting the 
rights of the poor and enforcing 
social justice through communism. 
There are allegations from both sides, 
however, that question the legitimacy 
of the government and the terrorist 
acts committed by FARC. That is, 
both Parliamentary groups and 

guerilla groups have been accused 
of engaging in drug trafficking and 
terrorism. For example, Maria Sanchez 
Moreno describes how “right-winged 
Parliamentary death squads” 1 affiliated 
with United Self Defense Forces of 
Colombia were invested in the drug 
trafficking business:

Certainly, Colombia [has] staggering 
levels of abuse—massacres, killings, 
rape, threats, and kidnappings that 
displaced more than 3 million people…
But most armed groups in Colombia 
in some way benefitted from the illicit 
trade. The paramilitaries, in particular, 
were among Colombia’s biggest drug 
lords. 2

This implies that there may be an 
economic incentive for both sides to operate 
in the drug business and continue the 
conflict. Thus, the Colombian government 
may be facilitating the conflict by not 
following a rigid anti-drug enforcement.

This appalling conflict is affecting 

[1]http://www.insightcrime.org/news-analysis/war-on-drugs-subverts-human-rights-strengthens-organized-crime-hrw
[2] https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/wr2014_web_0.pdf

COLOMBIAN POLICY AND RADICAL GROUPS: 
NEOGTIATIONS OR CENTRAL AUTHORITY?

6 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW | Winter 2016

GLOBAL

Article by: 
Sebastian Cevallos



large sects of the Colombian community. 
According to Colombia’s National 
Centre for Historical Memory 220,000 
people have died in conflict between 
1958 and 2013. Roughly 81% of those 
who died during this time were civilians 
and more than 5 million civilians were 
forced out of their homes. This is the 
world’s second largest population of 
internally displaced people. 

While this dilemma is overwhelming 
in scope, the Colombian government’s 
response to the matter is decidedly 
underwhelming. The nation’s parliament 
agreed to stop radio and television 
campaigns against the rebel group, 
effectively ending its propaganda 
against FARC. The Cuban president 
also facilitated the first handshake 
between President Santos of Colombia 
and Mr. Timochenko (leader of FARC). 

Although strides have been made 
toreach peace, both sides still differ on 
the degree of punishment for the rebels 
who have committed crimes against 
the Colombian government. That is, 
FARC believes that they should receive 
no punishment for their undemocratic 
political engagement. However, the 
Colombian government believes that 
there must be retribution for the 
amounts of deaths and lives affected. 
This particular difference doesn’t allow 
for a fluid agreement and threatens 
political stability.  

This quasi-negotiation approach may 
not be appropriate for the Colombian 
central authority.  For example, the United 
States has a policy of not negotiating with 
terrorist organizations. Peter Neumann 
explains the dilemma of negotiating 
with terrorists: “How can a democratic 
government talk to terrorists without 
jeopardizing the integrity of its political 
system?”3 In other words, the challenge 
for any democratic government facing 
a terrorist organization is to “end 
violence in a way that minimizes the 
risk of setting dangerous precedents 
and destabilizing its political system.”  

That is, if central authorities negotiate 
with terrorist organizations, they 
are acknowledging the legitimacy 
of these organizations and setting a 
precedent for future similar groups. 
The same logic may be used to analyze 
the appropriate Colombian response 
to FARC. The only caveat is that the 
Colombian government does not 
and has not shown the same respect 
for human rights as more developed 
countries have done. Therefore, we 
must contemplate if we should view 
FARC as a revolutionary group with the 
potential to bring a better democratic 
order or as a dangerous movement that 
threatens the livelihood of Colombians.

Developed nations pride themselves 
on having the strength and fortitude to 
resist negotiations with ignominious 
terrorist organizations.4  In spite of 
this reputation, Neumann gives several 
examples in which developed nations 
with stated policies condoning such 
practices engage in negotiations with 
terrorist groups. 

The British government maintained 
a secret back channel to the Irish 
Republican Army even after the IRA 
had launched a mortar attack on 10 
Downing Street that nearly eliminated 
the entire British cabinet in 1991. In 
1988, the Spanish government sat 
down with the separatist group Basque 
Homeland and Freedom (known by 
its Basque acronym ETA) only six 
months after the group had killed 21 
shoppers in a supermarket bombing. 
Even the government of Israel-which 
is not known to be soft on terrorism-
has strayed from the supposed ban: in 
1993, it secretly negotiated the Oslo 
accords even though the Palestine 
Liberation Organization (PLO) continued 
its terrorist campaign and refused to 
recognize Israel’s right to exist.5 

Thus, while the zero tolerance 
policy for radical groups sounds 
logical in theory, it is pragmatically 
too idealistic for implementation. 

  [3] http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20032216.pdf?acceptTC=true
  [4] http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20032216.pdf?acceptTC=true
  [5] http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20032216.pdf?acceptTC=true
  [6] http://www.insightcrime.org/news-analysis/war-on-drugs-subverts-human-rights-strengthens-organized-crime-hrw
  [7] http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-34784029
  [8] http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-34784029

There are numerous interest groups 
involved in negotiating with radical 
groups in Colombia. In fact, the drug 
business makes the existence of radical 
organizations vital to the interest 
groups represented in the Colombian 
government. That is, the drug 
trafficking business has enabled these 
autonomous rebel groups to continue 
fighting for their cause. Marguerite 
Cawley writes about the War on Drugs 
and states the following: “The drug 
trade [in Colombia] both helped fund 
the paramilitaries’ existence and drove 
the abuses committed by these groups 
[FARC] in the 1990s. In turn, the 
profits from this trade have allowed 
groups like the AUC [self-defense 
forces] to pay off corrupt officials 
and thus continue to operate with 
relative impunity. In recent years, ties 
between hundreds of congressmen and 
paramilitaries have come to light in 
Colombia.”6 

As a result of the peace talks that 
were initiated in the Cuban capital 
of Havana in November 2012, the 
Colombian parliament and the FARC 
are expecting to sign a formal peace 
agreement next March.7  As a show of 
good will, on September 30th, 2015, 
FARC leader Mr. Timochenko gave 
the order to stop the purchase of arms 
in hopes of joining “the legal political 
process,” a gesture reciprocated by the 
Colombian government’s termination 
of its prior campaigns against FARC.8  A 
change of internal policy with regards 
to drug trafficking and transparency 
could later aid Colombia towards a 
more democratic internal system; 
thus, making the negotiations with 
FARC, hopefully, more successful 
without losing much authority and 
trust in the government itself. 

Winter 2016 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW |  7 

GLOBAL



8 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW | Winter 2016

GLOBAL

On October 26th, 2015, Palestinian 
Authority (PA) President Mahmoud 
Abbas met with the European 
Union foreign policy chief, Federica 
Mogherini. Abbas commented that the 
knife attacks by Palestinians against 
Israeli civilians, that continued almost 
daily since in the last four months of 
2015, have stemmed from a prevailing 
sentiment among young Palestinians 
that there is “no hope” after decades of 
violence and poverty, especially given 
that many of the perpetrators were not 
members of terrorist organizations 
like Hamas and Hezbollah. The Israeli 
government has blamed the attacks 
on anti-Israeli sentiments expressed 
by Palestinian political and religious 
leaders, including the spreading of false 
rumors over Israeli intention to restrict 
Palestinian access to the holy Temple 
Mount (or Al-Aqsa) site. Neither side 
is wrong, but the Palestinian story 
belies the fact that Palestinian leaders 
squandered critical opportunities to 
establish a state, often due to their 

refusal to recognize Israel’s right to 
exist. Media coverage has not only 
ignored this history, it has failed to put 
the efficacy of Israeli actions, such as 
Israel’s response to the knife attacks, 
in context. All that’s needed to display 
Israel’s “human rights violations” are a 
simple tally of casualties on both sides. 
However, if we too put Israeli military 
conduct in the context of history, a 
starkly different picture emerges. 

There have been many attempts at 
a peaceful resolution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, and it seems 
that in all instances prior to 1993, the 
possibility of peace was thwarted due 
to unreasonable Palestinian demands. 
In 1937, a British Royal Commission 
of Inquiry, the Peel Commission, 
issued its recommendations at 
the height of the Arab Revolt in 
Mandatory Palestine: Palestine should 
be divided into two separate states. 
While the British Parliament accepted 
the recommendations and the 

Zionist Congress agreed as a basis for 
negotiation, the Palestinians rejected 
the existence of a Jewish state on 
principle. As seen in the map at right, 
the proposed Jewish state would have 
been a small fraction of modern-day 
Israel. A decade later, in the wake 
of the Holocaust and as the world 
deemed it necessary to find a national 
home for the Jewish people, the United 
Nations recommended the partition 
of Palestine into two states and the 
end of the British Mandate. Well over 
two-thirds of the General Assembly 
as well as all of the permanent 
members of the Security Council (bar 
a British abstention) voted in favor of 
Resolution 181. The Jewish Agency 
and a strong majority of the Jewish 
people accepted the resolution as well. 
However, once again, the Palestinians 
and seven surrounding Arab countries 
rejected the partition plan outright, 
and this time waged war on Israel, 
which was forced to fight for its very 
existence. 

THE ISRAEL-PALESTINIAN 
CONFLICT IN CONTEXT

Article by: 
Tennyson Teece



Winter 2016 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW |  9 

GLOBAL

PHOTO BY: (CHATHAM HOUSE, LONDON)



10 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW | Winter 2016

GLOBAL
It was not until 1993 that the 
Palestinian government even affirmed 
the right of the state of Israel to exist. 
The following two years, in which 
the Oslo Accords were negotiated, 
were the closest the two sides have 
ever come to peace. The Israeli Prime 
Minister at the time, Yitzhak Rabin, 
was a decorated war hero and highly 
respected politician, and thus uniquely 
positioned within Israeli politics to 
strike a deal. This was also perhaps the 
only time that trust existed between 
the Israeli and Palestinian leaders. 
As Yassar Arafat, the President of 
the Palestinian Authority at the time 
said, Rabin’s word was “worth more 
than any written contract.” In 1995, 
however, Rabin was shockingly 
murdered by a Jewish terrorist (the 
20th anniversary of his death was 
marked on November 4th in Tel-Aviv) 
and the situation once again devolved. 

Yet five years later, in 2000, a concerted 
effort was once again made by 
President Clinton at Camp David to try 
and secure a peace agreement between 
Yasser Arafat and the then Israeli 
Prime Minister Ehud Barak. Despite 
significant political opposition, Prime 
Minister Barak placed his career 
on the line and put forth numerous 
concessions, completely giving up 
settlements in Gaza and the majority 
of the West Bank. Arafat, despite these 
united efforts and support from his 
advisors, rejected the deal. Multiple 
Israeli initiatives to begin to lay the 
groundwork for peace since then–for 
example the 2005 unilateral Israeli 
withdrawal of its settlements in Gaza 
and the 10-month settlement-building 
freeze in 2009–have failed. 

The media does not find it convenient 
to explore the history behind why 
there is no Palestinian state and thus 
little hope for peace and prosperity. 
There were multiple opportunities 
that would have allowed for the 
creation of such a state, but Palestinian 
leaders’ unwillingness to compromise 
undermined these (oftentimes 
internationally backed) efforts. The 
media instead chooses to focus on 
how many Palestinians have died in 
recent violence because of the Israeli 

military—again, routinely avoiding to 
provide context to civilian casualties 
or give a nuanced picture of why they 
tend to be so high. 

The recent knife attacks against 
innocent Israelis and foreigners have 
been no exception. For example, in 
September Rabbi Nehemia Lavi and 
Rabbi Aharon Bennet were stabbed 
to death by a Palestinian attacker in 
Jerusalem’s old city. Rabbi Bennett’s 
wife suffered severe injuries and their 
two-year-old baby was also wounded. 
The BBC’s headline story about the 
attack was: “Palestinian Shot Dead 
after Jerusalem Attack Kills Two.” 
Palestinian deaths are routinely 
blamed on the disproportionate 
use of force by the Israel Defense 
Forces, despite the fact that the 
58 of 97 of those killed have been 
identified as assailants or caught on 
camera carrying out attacks, with 
the remainder killed in direct clashes 
with police and troops. If Americans 
were to face the reality of almost 
daily terrorist stabbings of innocent 
civilians and police, one would hope 
they too would be expected to respond 
with deadly force. 

In fact, the evidence shows that 
the Israel Defense Forces go to 
unprecedented lengths to avoid 
civilian casualties in warfare. For 
example, the IDF attempts to warn 
nearby civilians of impending attacks 
by using phone calls, SMS messages, 
and communication via UN staff. 
In fact, the IDF has even pioneered 
new military technology designed to 
protect civilians. Before air strikes, 
the IDF often fires non-explosive 
ordinance at buildings they think 
contain weapons, a practice known 
as "roof knocking". The IDF has even 
invented bombs that are able to defuse 
after being released. In fact, IDF 
practices have garnered admiration 
from top military commanders 
elsewhere. In his 2009 address to the 
UN Human Rights Council, Former 
Commander of NATO forces in 
Afghanistan Colonel Richard Kemp, 
said, "During operation Cast Lead, 
the Israeli Defense Forces did more 
to safeguard the rights of civilians in 

a combat zone than any other army 
the history of warfare ... dropping 
over two million leaflets and making 
over 100,000 phone calls." Despite 
these measures, warfare, particularly 
in extremely densely populated 
areas like the Gaza strip, inevitably 
brings the tragic loss of innocent life. 
During the Gaza War in the summer 
of 2014, 2,100 to 2,200 Palestinians 
died, 70% of which, according to 
the Gaza Ministry of Health, an 
organization controlled by Hamas, 
were civilians. According to the Meir 
Amit Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, an independent 
Israeli-based research group, 48% 
of total deaths were civilian. Even if 
we assume that Hamas’ calculations 
were accurate, the ratio of civilians to 
combatants killed would be around 
2:1; if Meir Amit’s numbers are 
rigorous it’s 1:1. By comparison, even 
the United States, which says it too 
goes to great lengths to avoid civilian 
casualties, achieved a ratio of 4:1 in 
the Iraq War and 3:1 during the War in 
Afghanistan, according to the United 
Nations. Other studies estimate far 
higher civilian casualty rates in other 
conflicts. Thus, the IDF goes above 
and beyond any established standard 
to prevent civilian casualties.  

In stark contrast, Hamas and 
Hezbollah, terrorist networks in 
the Palestinian territories and 
Lebanon that enjoy considerable 
popular support in the West Bank 
and especially the Gaza Strip, does 
not distinguish between military 
combatants and civilians. They fire 
rockets indiscriminately at Israel 
and build tunnel networks into Israel 
that are often used to abduct and kill 
innocent Israelis. Hamas deliberately 
places its military infrastructure in 
built-up areas and uses human shields. 
It even tells Palestinian civilians to 
ignore Israeli warnings of impending 
attack. During operation Protective 
Edge, Hamas' ministry of Interior and 
National Security said in a statement 
that it was, "Calling all our people 
not to deal or pay attention to the 
psychological warfare carried out by 
the occupation through rumors that 
broadcast across his media ... which 
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aims to weaken the domestic front in 
light of [the] great steadfastness of our 
people to face aggression."

In peace and war alike, many 
Palestinians are raised to hate Israel 
and to blame their woes on the Israeli 
government. Terrorism is routinely 
glorified as a legitimate means 
of resistance. In 2010, dozens of 
Palestinian students from the youth 
division of Fatah, as well as a senior 
Palestinian Authority security official 
and one Fatah leader, joined in a 
ceremony, funded and sponsored by 
PA, to name a public square after Dalal 
Mughrabi. Mughrabi was responsible 
for a terrorist attack that killed 39 
civilians, 13 of them children. 

Israel and its leaders are far from 
blameless. Prime Minister Netanyahu, 
in particular, has been at times 
unwilling to compromise and overly 
bellicose in both action and rhetoric. 
The day before his close reelection, he 
said to an Israeli news site: “Whoever 
moves to establish a Palestinian state 
or intends to withdraw from territory 
is simply yielding territory for radical 
Islamic terrorist attacks against 
Israel.” Such statements undermine 
Israel’s negotiating position and make 
any Israeli pursuit of peace seem 
insincere. Furthermore, Netanyahu’s 
attempts at a two state solution have 
been half-hearted: he would only 
accept a Palestinian State with strict 
caveats and limits on sovereignty. For 
former President and Prime Minister 
Shimon Peres, who played a key role 
in negotiating the Oslo accords and a 
seven-decade veteran of Israeli politics, 
Netanyahu’s damaging rhetoric and 
uncompromising stance meant that 
his peace overtures “never escaped the 
domain of talking.”

However, the prevailing narrative put 
forth by the media, that the Palestinian 
cycle of poverty and violence is due to 
Israeli occupation and irresponsible 
use of force by the IDF, fundamentally 
ignores potential turning points in 
the history of the conflict and holds 
the IDF to an impossible standard to 
which no other military is subject. 



Secretary of State John Kerry also 
tweeted (in English and French) his 
condemnation of the attacks and 
condolences to the victims, garnering 
thousands of retweets.

For those of us who have grown 
up with a smartphone in hand, a 
government and its leader utilizing 
social media and mobile technology 
under these circumstances does not 
seem extraordinary. Yet imagine 
how different the State Department’s 
response would have been just five years 
ago before these technologies were so 
pervasive. Clearly, the US government 
is making an earnest, and perhaps even 
successful effort to integrate social 
media and mobile technology into its 
governance toolkit. There are hundreds 
of examples at all levels of government, 
but I will focus on three ways in which 
these technologies are changing the way 
US federal agencies engage with US 
citizens.

The first is disaster response. The State 
Department’s response to the Paris 
attacks is one example of this, but there 

are others too. The Federal Emergency 
Management Administration’s app, 
in addition to providing customized 
information on disaster preparation and 
emergency services, has a “Disaster 
Reporter” feature that allows the 
public to submit photos of damage 
following events such as earthquakes 
and hurricanes from their smartphones. 
These photos are then plotted onto a map 
that enables responders to quickly assess 
damage and direct relief services where 
they are most needed. Similarly, the 
FBI’s child ID app allows parents to store 
information and photos of their children 
so that they can immediately submit it to 
law enforcement officials if their child 
goes missing. In all of these instances, 
the immediacy and accessibility of 
mobile technology vastly improves the 
flow of information in the critical hours 
immediately following a crisis. These 
apps are both in their infancy and it is 
difficult to gauge their true impact, but 
citizens are using them: the FEMA app 
has well over 100,000 downloads in the 
Google Play store alone.

On Friday, November 13th, 
ISIS jihadists launched six 
coordinated attacks in Paris, 

killing 129 civilians and wounding 
hundreds more. While the world was 
processing this horrific tragedy, staff at 
the US Department of State got right 
to work. Tasked with tracking down 
Americans in Paris and keeping the 
public updated on the fluid security 
situation, the State Department turned to 
tools not usually associated with a large, 
bureaucratic government institution: 
mobile apps and social media.

The State Department used the @
TravelGov Twitter account and Consular 
Affairs Facebook page to provide real-
time updates on the situation, answer 
questions from Americans on the ground 
in Paris, and provide links to other 
resources for travelers and Americans 
trying to track down relatives. They also 
set up an online form for Americans to 
account for themselves and encouraged 
Americans to enroll in STEP, a mobile 
application that sends instant security 
updates directly to mobile devices. 
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Department of Defense has an account 
on Vine, a video-sharing site, featuring 
clips of new military gadgets in action 
and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff cracking jokes. The Transportation 
Security Administration operates a 
wildly-popular Instagram account where 
they share photos of items confiscated at 
TSA checkpoints.

Silly as these may sound, the social 
media presence of government agencies 
has a real impact. They are reaching 
many: NASA has an impressive 13.5 
million Twitter followers (over four 
times more than pop star The Weeknd.) 
Furthermore, NASA’s tweets stimulate 
public interest in science, which is at 
the core of NASA’s mission. The TSA’s 
Instagram account similarity serves the 
agency’s mission by convincing the 
public that those long lines and invasive 
screenings are indeed keeping dangerous 
items off planes. It is also a friendly 
reminder to people about what they can 
and cannot bring through security before 
travelling, decreasing the likelihood 
that they will have a problem at the 
airport. Ultimately, a better public image 
improves governance by building trust 
in government institutions and opening 
the lines of communication between 
agencies and the public they serve.

Of course, there are limits to how 
much technology can do. After all, 
there are millions of Americans who 
do not own a smartphone or manage a 
social media account. Most government 
services also remain dependent on 
people who manage and deliver them. 
Though social media can help police, 
diplomats, and rocket scientists do their 
job, it will never replace them.

It is also worth considering how 
much taxpayer money is invested 
in government-developed apps and 
maintaining the plethora of government 
social media accounts. How many 
resources do agencies devote to these 
technologies? Do agencies have a clear 
strategy for using them? Are they worth 
it?

There has yet to be much debate 
around this last question, but even so 
the answer seems to be a resounding 
yes. Technology is fundamentally 
changing the way we interact with 
government institutions just as it has 
changed the way we interact with each 
other. Government is fully participating 
in the mobile revolution, and in doing 
so it is becoming more accessible, more 
responsive, and more accountable. Let’s 
keep those #blackholeFriday Tweets 
coming.

Secondly, government agencies are 
using mobile technology to deliver 
everyday information to citizens beyond 
the context of a disaster. Like the State 
Department, some agencies leverage 
Twitter: staffers at the TSA answer 
dozens of questions everyday from 
travelers about security procedures 
(such as “Can I bring boxed pancake 
mix on my carry-on to Scotland?”) via 
the @askTSA Twitter feed. The Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention also 
offers its nearly two million Twitter 
followers public health information 
ranging from reminders to get a flu shot 
to tips on how to build a car-safety kit. 
The Federal Aviation Administration 
is currently developing an app called 
B4UFLY, which will help civilians 
determine whether it is safe and legal to 
fly drones in a given area.

Thirdly, government is using social 
media for public outreach. Virtually 
every federal agency has a Twitter 
feed and Facebook page, and they 
use them rather creatively—the the 
National Aeronautical and Space 
Administration’s Twitter feed features 
daily missives from astronauts aboard 
the International Space Station and 
breathtaking telescope images with 
hashtags like #blackholeFriday. The 

@TravelGov

@NASA
FOLLOWERS: 14.7MIL

@FEMA
FOLLOWERS: 448K

@AskTSA
FOLLOWERS: 3,262
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have caught the attention of governments 
and businesses around the world, as 
well as censure from leftists like Hillary 
Clinton and Bernie Sanders. Points 
of contention include whether Uber 
vehicles are unsafe or underinsured, 
whether the service infringes upon its 
customers’ privacy, and also whether 
there is room for discrimination against 
passengers by Uber drivers. 

For the purposes of contemplating 
how the sharing economy, with 
its reliance on temporary work by 

The ride-sharing company Uber is 
the largest transportation network 
in the world today. Valued at more 

than $40 billion last year (Rogers), the 
app’s benefits are manifold: It presents 
a cheap alternative to regular taxicabs; 
minimizes the time wasted trying to 
hail a cab; and employs underutilized 
vehicles in large metropolitan areas, thus 
indirectly helping society in the face of 
traffic congestion and global warming. 

Uber’s explosive rise, however, has 
brought with it important questions that 

independent contractors, impacts global 
politics and economics, I find two 
problems more relevant than others: 
Regulatory arbitrage and labor standards. 
I believe that possible remedies to these 
two issues would be increasing the 
number of available medallions for the 
taxicab industry, and overhauling Uber’s 
culture, driven chiefly by its younger 
customers.  

The aggressive way Uber circumvents 
entrenched laws and regulatory 
mechanisms has recently taken center 
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for defaulting on already burdensome 
medallion loans. In light of this conflict 
between the proposition of convenience 
and low fares that it Uber offers, and the 
unfair competition it seems to be causing, 
the optimal medium-term solution may 
be an increase in the currently scarce 
number of taxicab medallions. Such 
action from state governments would not 
only lower the prohibitively high costs of 
entry into the taxi industry–before Uber, 
one medallion would sell for upwards of 
$1 million (Guardian)–but it would also 
signal to Uber, Airbnb and others that 
the public sector is finally adapting to 
the 21st century and is ready to compete 
with the low-cost on-demand economy. 

The other main issue with Uber’s rise 
is its treatment of the drivers. According 
to a recent study, there are 400,000 active 
Uber drivers in the US, and 40% of 
those drivers are relying on Uber either 
as their sole or largest source of income 
(Mishel). Despite the growing number 
of underemployed people resorting 
to Uber for their livelihood, the firm 
continues to recognize its providers as 
independent contractors under law, and 
is thereby not obliged to provide them 
with any social benefits or mileage 
reimbursements. A June California 
Labor Commission ruling challenged 
this contractual relationship, deeming a 
San Franciscan Uber driver an employee 
(Sanders). This decision may lead to 
over-optimism, however. The defining 
issue when it comes to the employee-
contractor distinction is whether the 
terms of the agent’s work is fully up to 
the discretion of the employer—and 
in this case, Uber has many arguments 
to support itself: Drivers, for example, 
have full flexibility with their choice of 
vehicle, uniform, and hourly schedule. 
The recognition of drivers as contractors 
also gives Uber the right to lawfully 
counterattack any drivers’ strike under 
federal labor law (Rogers), which for the 
most part eliminates the possibility of a 
fight for labor rights through collective 
action. 

This leaves us social democrats 
with one viable avenue for bettering 
the work standards of on-demand 
economy professionals: Public opinion. 
It is undisputed that Millennials, a 
disproportionately progressive demographic, 
are an indispensable cash cow for Uber 

(Fung and Bogage). In the meantime, 
the app has begun to embrace a 
vision based more on control than on 
community: Unilateral fare-pricing 
decisions, increased commission rates 
and equipment fees for drivers, the 
provision of auto loans with terms 
under which drivers struggle to repay 
their debt, and drivers’ constant fear of 
negative ratings are only a few examples 
of Uber’s culture of authoritarianism and 
surveillance (Sundararajan). 

If the rise of mobile technologies 
has propelled Uber, Airbnb and the like 
to behemoth status, it can also lead to 
their demise. After all, it would be naïve 
to discount the ease with which liberal 
twenty-somethings can self-organize 
in the age of social media against 
societal problems. Should Uber and its 
executives continue to choose not to treat 
its workers with the dignity they deserve, 
it might not be up to the government or 
the courts to confront the firm’s toxic 
culture. That responsibility falls on its 
loyal customers.
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stage in France. Under scrutiny was 
Uberpop, the low-cost service that 
allows anyone–literally anyone, even 
those without a professional license–to 
drive people around in exchange for 
money. French authorities first claimed 
the service was illegal in 2014, but Uber 
acted on the rising demand from riders 
and drivers, even proposing the service 
for Lyon, in addition to Paris. The 
backlash resulted in the indictment of 
the top two Uber executives in France on 
charges of enabling illegal taxi services, 
as well as the suspension of Uberpop in 
the country. The French Interior Minister 
summed up the firm’s disregard for 
France’s regulatory mechanisms as a 
“mockery of the French Republic,” 
while the chief executive of a French taxi 
firm remarked, “Do we want to live in a 
libertarian fantasy, where all we have is 
the law of the jungle? That is barbarism.” 
(Schechner)

Although the response of European 
governments like France and Germany 
to Uber’s regulatory arbitrage has been 
firm, I do not foresee such a stance in the 
more capitalistic United States anytime 
soon, especially considering Silicon 
Valley’s growing war chest for lobbying 
and the sharing economy’s popularity 
with GOP figures like Marco Rubio 
and Jeb Bush (Fung and Bogage). The 
social justice warrior in me would say 
that the US government, as well as other 
governments around the world, should 
not bow down to Uber’s regulatory 
bypass, as that will set a precedent likely to 
encourage future technology companies 
to do all but break laws in the name of 
disruptive innovation. Disallowing the 
service on solely regulatory grounds, 
though, may convey that society has to 
make do with a legal framework that has 
produced low supply and high fares of 
regular taxicabs and poor service by cab 
drivers (Rogers). 

The current regulatory discrepancy 
is all but bankrupting the cab industry, 
however: In New York City, the number 
of medallion-cab pickups went down 
by 3.8 million from April to June 
2015, while the number of Uber rides 
in Manhattan increased by the same 
amount. Moreover, the increasingly 
unstable revenue stream from operating 
taxicabs has also driven down the value of 
medallions by 40% (Guardian), a recipe 
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The Supreme Court is 
an incredibly unique 
institution in the United 

States, whose appointed Associate 
Justices serve with an unlimited 
term. Because these Associate 
Justices are often appointed by 
different Presidents of the United 
States throughout the course of 
many years, the Supreme Court 
is in many ways a political body 
that ref lects and reacts to the 
political culture in the United 
States. As the Associate Justices, 
Presidents, and political culture 
in America evolve, so too does the 
Supreme Court. Ultimately, the 
Supreme Court holds tremendous 
power that af fects the lives of 
Americans in the present and in 
the future. The Supreme Court’s 
interpretation of the Constitution 
and its amendments often has 
implications that inf luence the 
trajectory of racial and ethnic 
minority communities’ journey to 
universal freedom. In particular, 
the African American community 
has had a long and changing 
relationship with the Supreme 
Court in regards to educational 
opportunity. 

Brown v. Board of Education 
of Topeka ruled that segregation 
in schools was inherently unequal 
in 1954, and is lauded as the 
landmark Supreme Court case 
in the journey to integration in 
schools. Since then, the debate 
on educational opportunity 
for African Americans has 
expanded to include the debate 
on the constitutionality of 
affirmative action as a means to 
correct for deeply institutionalized 
disadvantages that prevent social 
mobility for African Americans. 
Institutionalized affirmative action 
was f irst brought to the Supreme 
Court in 1978 in Bakke v. Regents 

of the University of California. 
The Supreme Court ruled that it 
was permissible to consider race 
in admissions to state funded 
colleges, but that the use of a 
f ixed quota was unconstitutional. 
With six separate opinions issued 
in Bakke, the national discussion 
on aff irmative action has been 
controversial from the start. 

In 2003, the Supreme Court 
again upheld the constitutionality 
of consideration of race and 
ethnicity in admissions in 
higher education with Grutter v. 
Bollinger and set precedent for 
the importance of “compelling 
interest” in a school’s decision 
to take race into consideration 
in admissions. In Grutter v. 
Bollinger, the University of Michigan 
Law School cited diversity as a 
compelling interest crucial to 
the university’s mission. While 
Bakke set the precedent for the 
constitutionality of universities 
considering race as a factor in 
admissions, Grutter served to 
specify more clearly when the 
use of race was appropriate and 
necessary. In the same year, 
Gratz v. Bollinger added another 
layer in determining whether the 
consideration of race in university 
admissions was appropriate in 
a given situation. The court 
specif ied that admissions processes 
that considered race must be 
“narrowly tailored.” In Gratz, the 
court found that the University 
of Michigan Law School’s system 
for ranking applicants was not 
narrowly tailored enough because 
it awarded minority applicants an 
automatic 20 points on a scale that 
required 100 points for admission. 

The Court has since ruled 
that aff irmative action is no 
longer constitutional. In the 
2014 case Schuette v. Coalition 

to Defend Aff irmative Action, 
the Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of Proposition 
2 in Michigan, which banned 
the use of af f irmative action in 
employment, state contracting 
and higher education.

The role of the Supreme 
Court in educational equality 
is complicated, multi-layered 
and incredibly important. The 
Supreme Court has tremendous 
power to shape the future of 
the United States and must not 
make any decisions lightly. It must 
not only make decisions looking 
both towards the future due to 
the implications of its decisions, 
but also take care to respect the 
past as an institution grounded in 
precedent and in the Constitution. 
These two obligations do not always 

60 Years Since Brown v. Board, where are we now?
Article by: Adina Goldstein  
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f it together easily, as is evident 
in the case of af f irmative action. 
In her impassioned dissent in 
Schuette v. Coalition to Defend 
Aff irmative Action, Supreme 
Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor 
employs statistical proof of the 
benef it of af f irmative action in 
increasing minority enrollment 
and minority degree conferral. 
Section 26 of the Michigan State 
University constitution banned 
aff irmative action in 2006. In 
the six years following Section 
26 implementation, the number 

of college-aged minorities in 
Michigan increased by 3 percent, 
while the number of minorities 
enrolled in public Michigan 
universities decreased by 25 
percent. A similar policy instated 
in California in 1996 had similar 
ef fects for minority students. In 
the 1995 UCLA freshman class, 
minority students made up 52.4 
percent of the class, while by 1998 
underrepresented minorities only 
made up 24 percent of the incoming 
class. Yet as compelling as 
empirical evidence is, statistics do 

not adequately address the nuances 
of the debate over affirmative 
action. Although empirical 
evidence may be seen as a useful and 
concrete way to make decisions, 
the Supreme Court cannot rely 
solely on social science research. 
As Justice Thomas has pointed out, 
conf licting results are common. In 
their examination of social science 
research use in Supreme Court 
cases, Associate Justices Janet 
Schofield and Pat Chew note that 
social sciences f indings are often 
ref lective of specific times and 
contexts, while the law must apply 
more broadly, often across cultures 
and regions. The qualitative aspects 
of Supreme Court decisions are 
also multifaceted and complex. 
In Bakke, the Supreme Court had 
to determine whether considering 
race in admissions—even in a 
way meant to positively impact 
previously marginalized groups—
violated the Equal Protections 
Clause, which protects all groups 
from discrimination on the basis 
of race. In even more complicated 
decisions with Grutter and 
Gratz, the Supreme Court needed 
to determine exactly how far 
considerations of race could go 
before they became violations of 
the Equal Protections Clause. 

The Supreme Court has an 
incredible amount of responsibility 
in responding to and determining 
American sociopolitical culture. 
In the decision making process, 
the Court must decide for 
itself what evidence is compelling 
enough to consider within 
decisions that have the power 
to af fect millions of people. The 
extent to which the Supreme 
Court considers the past—past 
precedent, past mistreatment of 
the African American community 
(and other minority communities) 
and previous national contexts—
and attempts to balance it with 
implications for the future is not 
easy to standardize. However, 
the Supreme Court’s visiting and 
revisiting of af f irmative action 
is indicative of a constant evolution 
in American judicial thought. 

This indecisiveness from the 
Court on such an important yet 
controversial topic may seem 
hopeful to some—as the Court 
seems unafraid of questioning and 
clarifying past decisions—and 
dangerous to others, as the question 
of stability and true justice may 
seem unattainable. Currently, the 
case for af f irmative action seems 
relatively bleak, but it is hard to 
say whether the debate is over, or 
whether it is simply dormant and 
waiting to be reopened. 
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Puerto Rican politicians 
rarely achieve consensus. 
They do neither on the 

political status issue nor on 
how to run the government. 
However, most of them seem 
to agree on one issue: allowing 
Puerto Rican state-owned 
corporations to restructure their 
debt through Chapter 9 of the 
federal bankruptcy code. With 
an outstanding $70 billion debt, 
Puerto Rico is undergoing its 
worst economic crisis in modern 
history. While the government 
looks to deal with the debt 
crisis, thousands of Puerto 
Ricans are fleeing the island to 
the mainland United States in 
search of a better life. 

While a number of factors 
have played into the current 
economic situation of Puerto 
Rico, above all the elimination 

of Section 936 of the U.S. 
Internal Revenue Code sparked 
an economic recession that 
was further deepened by the 
banking/real estate crisis. Puerto 
Rico’s economy heavily depends 
on high-skilled manufacturing 
and services, and this special 936 
provision of the federal tax code 
allowed for U.S. corporations 
to operate in Puerto Rico 
paying minimal taxes. At the 
same time, when repatriating 
earnings, the Government of 

Puerto Rico imposed a tax on 
these corporations. 

However, this special provision 
of the tax code came to an end 
when Congress decided not to 
extend it. Consequently, Puerto 
Rico experienced a decrease in 
tax revenues and an increase in 
unemployment as the companies 
that benefited from this special 
provision started to leave the 
island. Instead of issuing debt to 
finance infrastructure projects 
or other stimulus measures, the 
Government of Puerto Rico 
began issuing more and more 
debt to pay for an increase 
in pension benefits, pay for 
subsidies, maintain afloat some 
of the state-owned corporations, 
and sustain a bloated government 
workforce. 

Chapter 9 of the U.S. 
Bankruptcy Code “provides for 
reorganization of municipalities, 
which includes cities and towns, 
as well as villages, counties, 

Dear Congress: 
It Is Time to Treat 

Puerto Rico Equally
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taxing districts, municipal 
utilities, and school districts.”  
Extending this provision to 
Puerto Rico would give Puerto 
Rico the same rights and legal 
bankruptcy procedures that 
the fifty states have. Currently, 
territories, such as Puerto Rico, 
cannot restructure debt issued 
by municipalities or state-owned 
corporations. It might be the 
case that when this provision was 
enacted, it was not expected that 
a territory would have similar 
problems to those of actual 
states. But it is a powerful tool 
that Puerto Rico needs. Detroit, 
for example, used it to file for 
bankruptcy and engage in a 
process of debt restructuring.

As explained by the Center for 
the New Economy, a think-tank 
based in Puerto Rico, there are 
six main reasons supporting the 
extension of Chapter 9 to Puerto 
Rico :

 
1. Bankruptcy protection is not a 

federal bailout. It costs no money to 
American taxpayers. 

2. Puerto Rico’s debt is spread 
across 18 debtors, which represents 
a very complex framework of  
claims. Having a court-supervised 
restructuring process would allow fair 
treatment to all creditors.   

3.  This restructuring regime would 
provide all essential protections of a 
bankruptcy procedure.

4.  Puerto Rico would be able to 
continue offering essential public 
services. 

5.  Postponing an inevitable 
restructuring would only make 
conditions worse for Puerto Rico in the 
long run. 

6.  It is in the U.S. interest to 
support and aid Puerto Rico to exit the 
economic crisis. 

Although Congress has 
organized several hearings to 
listen to Puerto Rican leaders 
and their take on the crisis, there 
is no real commitment coming 
from the Washington. Some 
lawmakers claim that extending 
this provision to the Government 

of Puerto Rico would serve as 
a “bailout.” Both the Governor 
of Puerto Rico, Alejandro 
García Padilla, and the Resident 
Commissioner, Pedro Pierluisi, 
have spoken before Senate and 
House committees to call for 
the restructuring provision in 
addition to equal rights in terms 
of health appropriations for the 
island. Moreover, they have 
clearly explained how it makes 
no sense to call the Chapter 9 
provision a bailout for Puerto 
Rico. Although there was 
hope on the island to include a 
measure to help Puerto Rico in 
the recently passed omnibus bill, 
Congress ignored the extension 
of Chapter 9 for Puerto Rico. 

While speaking before the U.S. 
House, Resident Commissioner 
Pierluisi put it as it is. It is truly 
an unjust treatment for the 
3.6 million American citizens 
that live in Puerto Rico. By 
not allowing state-owned 
corporations to restructure debt, 
the losses and problems might be 
even worse. Debt restructuring 
to push principal and interest 
payments would allow investors 
and citizens to know how the 
debt would be paid moving 
forward as opposed to the daily 
uncertainty that reigns in both 
the Puerto Rican economy and 
the fixed income muni market. 

It is quite interesting to listen 
to the 2016 presidential race 
candidates discuss the issue of 
Puerto Rico. Some, like Jeb 
Bush, Hillary Clinton, and 
Bernie Sanders, have called on 
Congress to act on the extension 

of Chapter 9 to Puerto Rico. It 
remains to be seen how much 
attention these leaders will allot 
Puerto Rico if elected. 

Recognizing this reality, the 
civil society should also push 
even further to help the Puerto 
Rican government voice its need 
for bankruptcy provisions. This 
would constitute neither a bailout 
nor special treatment; quite the 
opposite it would constitute fair 
treatment in accordance with 
bankruptcy laws for U.S. states. 
It is about recognizing a shared 
responsibility to help American 
citizens in Puerto Rico who 
have been suffering through an 
economic crisis.Puerto Ricans 
are getting tired of discussion 
without action. The United 
States needn't look beyond its 
own borders; 3.6 million of its 
citizens need help and the clock 
is ticking. 
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Ricardo Calderon is a program manager in the Philadelphia Mayor’s 
Office, where he organizes and runs the Philadelphia Youth Commission. 
The Commission provides a voice for youth in government, which has 
motivated Calderon to get involved in public service. Calderon talked 
with the Penn Poltical Review about his passion for getting youth 
involved in government, the work of the Philadelphia Commission, 
and the importance of the youth vote.

RICARDO CALDERON

Interview Conducted and Transcribed by Michael Schwoerer
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Penn Political Review (PPR): 
Could you describe for our 
readers what your position is?

Calderon: Yeah, sure. So, as you already 
know, I’m the program manager for 
the Philadelphia Youth Commission. 
The purpose of  the Youth Commission 
is to have a youth voice represented 
on the government level, and what’s 
unique about the Philadelphia Youth 
Commission is that it is youth-led. 
And the way we achieve that is that 
city council members themselves, along 
with the mayor, appoint who their 
youth commissioner is, so it’s not just 
something where some random young 
person can fill in the spot. There’s a 
process whereby commissioners have to 
be selected by the councilperson in their 
district, or at-large, or again by the 
mayor himself. That’s what makes it a 
little bit interesting. As staff, our job is 
to facilitate that process of  commission 
members being able to be the youth 
representative and the youth voice. 
We take care of  really creating the 
collaboration and the partnerships, 
and again we help with what the 
youth see as a need for engaging and 
empowering young people throughout 
the city.

PPR: What in general have 
you noticed that youth find 
to be issues that need to 
be addressed in the city of  
Philadelphia?

Calderon: There’s quite a few, but 
the two that have definitely become 
apparent are education and employment 
opportunities – jobs, specifically for 
young people.  And the reason that I 
say those two things is because there’s 
a direct connection between the lack of  
education and a lack of  opportunity to 
be employed or to be engaged in some 
sort of  program. This lack leads to 
time on your hands to do something 
that you probably shouldn’t be getting 
into. So those two issues are really the 
ones you really hear about especially 
being expressed not only on the youth 
commission but also from the youth of  
the city.

PPR: Have the members of  
the youth commission done 
anything to address these 
issues during its existence so 
far?

Calderon: Well the commission’s been 
around since 2008, and it’s been 
involved in a multitude of  different 
things. I’ve only been with the youth 
commission since May of  2015; 
however, one of  the things we’re doing 
currently is establishing a much closer 
and stronger partnership with not only 
the Philadelphia school district but also 
the education office in the mayor’s office. 
We actually had a meeting with the 
education office in which we appointed 
a liaison who’s going to be present at the 
education meetings with the committee, 
one of  the four committees under which 
we operate. Simply having a little bit 
more effective communication – open 
communication – with those committees, 
and having youth commissioners able to 
have a voice on that level is something 
that’s really important. We actually 
have one of  our youth commissioners, 
Tamir Harper, who’s very passionate 
about education, sitting on an advisory 
board for the superintendent, and he’s 
in constant communication with their 
office, again not only representing the 
Philadelphia youth commission but just 
young people as a whole and their voice 
when it comes to the schools. 

PPR: Has anything been done 
in terms of  employment 
opportunities?

Calderon: Yes– so being in the Mayor’s 
office, there are many different things 
we are tied to and have the opportunity 
to collaborate on. One of  the newer 
projects that the youth commissioners 
have been involved in for a couple years 
now is the Fun Safe Philly Summer Job 
Fair, which will be happening again this 
coming spring. We’ll be playing a much 
more active role, since the Fun Safe 
Philly Summer Programs merged with 
the Philadelphia Youth Commission; 
it’s actually going to operate under the 
Youth Commission. As a matter of  fact, 
two years ago, there were over 1500 
who attended the job fair. Last year, 
the number was brought down just so 
that it could be a little bit more specific 
and a little bit more effective for each 
young person who was coming through 
the doors, so they actually set it up and 
had close to 400 youth come out, but 
they also supplemented that with an 
online jobs fair where another 500 
youth participated. Because employment 
opportunity is something always on 
youths’ minds, it’s something that the 
youth commission in many ways seeks 
to get involved with and we plan to do 
so.

    ...there’s a direct connection   

      between the lack of education and 

a lack of opportunity to be employed or to be 

engaged in some sort of program. This lack 

leads to time on your hands to do something 

that you probably shouldn’t be getting into.
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PPR: What is the benefit of  
having youth in government to 
address youth issues?

Calderon: That’s a great question. 
Personally speaking, it’s quite frankly 
a necessity. For far too long (and even 
currently the way we are now), we’ve 
had adults, whether it be in government, 
in business, in the private sector, or in 
the nonprofit sector, who sit in a room 
and make decisions based on young 
people and for young people every single 
day. These decisions deeply impact the 
lives of  young people, and very rarely 
do you have a young person sitting at 
the table, taking part in the discussion. 
The Philadelphia Youth Commission 
changes that. It represents the idea that 
a young person’s opinion has a value 
just as valuable as that of  an adult. 
And when we make these decisions on a 
government level you’re looking towards 
the future, you’re looking at decisions 
that impact not only today but the days 
to come. Young people are our future. 
Young people are going to be the ones 
who live with those decisions, so they 
have to be a part of  the decision-making 
process. It’s extremely important and 
crucial to our city of  Philadelphia. 

PPR: One last question, in 
looking at the statistics regarding 
who actually votes in elections, 
a large number of  individuals 
are on the older end of  the age 
spectrum. What impact do you 
think this has on youth in politics 
or the issues addressing youth in 
government?

Calderon: It has a huge impact, in 
my opinion. We tend to focus on (as 
well as education) empowering young 
people. So what tends to happen is that 
voting, being restricted until adulthood, 
is restrained from youth until their age 
to vote, 18. But what happens is that 
by the time you’re an adult you have 
a specific viewpoint on things. So if  
voting wasn’t something that you were 
really used to, if  it wasn’t something 
you were into, you’re not going to 
suddenly have this mad passion for it, 
nor a grasp of  its importance. So what 
the Youth Commission supports is the 

idea of  educating young voters, even if  
they can’t vote, it’s important that they 
understand the importance before they 
turn 18 years old, so that when they 
do turn 18, that they are showing up 
to the polls, that they are making that 
difference. It’s one of  those things where 
if  we’re not going to the polls, a lot of  
our voices will go unheard. And I feel 
that for young people (and I know others 
agree with me) is that they must be 
educated. Sure, everyone came out to vote 
for Obama – great. But the president 
isn’t the one affecting every hour of  
your day. You need to show up for the 
local government, the councilpersons, 
the judges, because they’re the ones who 
impact your direct neighborhood and 
life. To engage younger people earlier on 
is extremely important. 

 It's important that they understand    

          before they turn 18 years old, so 

that when they do turn 18, that they are 

showing up to the polls, that they are making 

a difference...To engage younger people earlier 

on is extremely important. 
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Nicolas Garcia is a College senior studying political science who is currently running 
for a seat in the Florida House of Representatives. Garcia, who is from Florida, is 
running as a Democrat in Florida’s 41st District, which contains his hometown. He 
has been involved in the Fox Leadership Program and La Cas Latina at Penn, as well 
as interning in DC at both the Department of Education and the White House. The 
Penn Political Review sat down with Nicolas to talk about his campaign, his interest 
in politics, and how he thinks that Penn has helped to prepare him for public service.

Interview Conducted and Transcribed by Claire Lisker

NICOLAS GARCIA
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Penn Political Review (PPR): 
Why and when did you 
decide to run for Florida 
house rep?

Nicolas Garcia: Running for office has 
always been something I believed I 
would do one day. While I was at the 
White House I spoke with mentors and 
colleagues about my interest in politics 
and how education was becoming a 
more critical issue that needed a new 
perspective in Florida. My brother 
and I both graduated from the Florida 
public school system, and my sisters are 
still working their way through it. I 
saw education as an issue of  immediate 
concern, and one that would not only 
affect my family, but every family that 
was from the same background as 
myself, who lack critical resources to 
see their children succeed. After those 
conversations I spoke to my family and 
friends about it and what it would look 
like if  we went through with it. They 
were supportive and we decided to run.

PPR: What has the campaign 
experience been like and 
how are you balancing that 
with being a Penn student?

Garcia: Campaigning is one of  the 
most incredible experiences I have ever 
done. Every day I am talking with my 
neighbors and constituents about the 
issues that they care about. You learn 
how tough some people have it and 
can be a very humbling experience. I 
wouldn't want to be doing anything else 
though. I'm running to represent my 
home and give back to a place who gave 
me everything to get where I am today. 
Without my family, my friends I would 
not have graduated high school, much 
less end up at a place like Penn. Having 
this drive helps keep me motivated when 
things are tough because I know my 
community needs every one of  us to do 
our share to make it better. I see being 
a student the same as if  I had another 
job and was running. Everyday people 
that run for office face challenges and 
obstacles to running in their personal 
lives. They must balance their daily 
lives with their political and civic 
activities. I am just like any one of  them 

with school being that factor I need to 
balance. In fact, running as a student 
has been a tremendous experience, 
we are growing the number of  our 
volunteers at Penn who are helping to 
strengthen our campaign and I believe 
it is in part because I am here and can 
personally interact with many of  them. 
My campaign manager, Joshua Spector, 
is at Penn Law and many of  those who 
have helped on the campaign to get it off 
the ground are current Penn students or 
alumni. 

PPR: What have you learned 
so far during this process? 
Has your perspective on 
politics (or on anything else 
in particular) changed?

Garcia: Being a candidate is hard. 
You are putting your entire life in the 
public sphere to be viewed, analyzed, 
and critiqued. Not only are you also 
putting your life out there, but that of  
your family's and friends'. I am grateful 
that they have stood beside me in this 
process. And as I mentioned it's quite 
humbling. You learn what people need 
and care about most and think how 
you can help them. I've heard frustrated 
parents talk about how their children 
don't have time to go out to recess 
because of  new testing laws to senior 
citizens who worry about their medical 
bills. With each person I talk to I learn 
more about my community than I ever 
had before.

PPR: Has Penn helped 
prepare you for this journey? 
How so?

Garcia: I don't believe that I could do 
this right now without Penn. One of  
the first classes I took was Dr. DiIulio's 
American Government class. From that 
second on, I knew I wanted to find a 
way to be involved in the government. 
I've taken classes in DC through the 
Washington Semester Program and 
worked at the Department of  Education, 
run mock campaigns through multiple 
courses, and thanks to the Wharton 
Public Policy Initiative, I was able to 
spend the summer working at the White 
House. Dr. DiIulio along with the rest 
of  the Political Science department 
have been amazing at providing me the 
resources to do this. Outside of  classes, 
being involved in the Fox Leadership 
Program and La Casa Latina have 
helped build different skills that I will 
rely on throughout the campaign.

PPR: What are the issues 
you are most passionate 
about? 

Garcia: As I mentioned before, education 
is the key issue I am running on. 
Florida has undergone drastic changes 
in our education system ranging from 
new testing procedures to budget cuts 
and freezes. The education of  our youth 
is vital to every aspect of  our state. 
A robust education gives students the 
resources to be civically engaged, attend 
a good college, find high-paying jobs 
and more. A strong education focus also 
allows us to help residents in finding 
a new career through job-training 
programs and help our elderly adjust to 
new forms of  technology. It is the one 
issue that I believe is central and forms 

  Being a candidate is hard. You are  

    putting your entire life in the public 
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the basis of  almost every other political 
issue we face as a state. Nearly half  of  
the schools in my county are rated as D 
or F schools and I want to change that. 
I've seen our schools become glorified 
daycares and it is wrong. It hurts our 
teachers who want to build future 
generations, it deceives our parents who 
want the best for their kids, and it limits 
our students who have their dreams 
and futures cut short. We must change 
this. I am also incredibly passionate 
about finding ways to strengthen our 
economy to get citizens in my district 
back to work. My district has a higher 
unemployment rate than both the 
country and Florida. I am working 
to find ways to bring new jobs to the 
district by incentivizing businesses and 
looking abroad to foreign investments. 
It is also important to keep Florida's 
incredible environment in mind through 
all of  this. It is part of  what makes 
Florida such an amazing place and we 
owe it to future generations to safeguard 
it for them.

    
PPR: What makes you a 
unique candidate?

Garcia: The district that I am 
running for is my home. It is where 
I grew up, it is where I went to 
school, and it is where I will raise 
my own family. I know what it's 
like to live in a household where you 
live paycheck to paycheck or to lack 
the resources in school to succeed. I 
am running to ensure that my home 
is a better and more welcoming place 
than it was when I grew up there. 
We need someone in the State House 
who knows these concerns because 
they lived them and still do today, 
to be a voice for those who aren't 
heard and advocate for them. I also 
have the determination to win. I 
want to serve my community for the 
rest of  my life, and God willing, for 
the next 50 or more years. This is 
something that is close to my heart 
and I have every motivation to keep 
going no matter the obstacles we 
may face. I want to build a brighter 
future for the sunshine state.

  Nearly half of the schools in               
     my county are rated as D or F 
schools and I want to change that. I've seen 
our schools become glorified daycares and 
it is wrong. It hurts our teachers who want 
to build future generations, it deceives our 
parents who want the best for their kids, and 
it limits our students who have their dreams 
and futures cut short. We must change this.
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