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letter from the editor

This edition of Penn Political Review largely focuses on the rise of anti establishment candidates and 
how they have altered the political landscape of our nation. The rise of these candidates signals that 
many Americans are angry with the party establishment. Despite this anger, both Sanders and Trump 
are still competing in the traditional two party system, and a credible third party challenger seems 
unlikely at this point. Thus, it is unclear whether this recent rise of anti- establishment candidates 
signals a change or whether it is just an anomaly. 

Despite that uncertainty, this campaign season has revealed a lot about our country itself. Trump has 
received an unprecedented amount of free publicity as the media feels the need to cover his campaign 
24/7. This oversaturation of news has dramatically changed the course of this election, and has revealed 
our countries obsession with political entertainment. Serious changes need to be made to political 
coverage if our country hopes to have more policy driven elections in the future.

Dear Reader,

Robert Levinson
PPR Editor-in-Chief

Robert
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Most followers of European 
politics will be aware that 
British Prime Minister 

David Cameron campaigned in 
the most recent general election 
on the promise that, if returned 
to government, his Conservative 
party would put the question of 
British withdrawal from the EU 
— snappily termed “Brexit” — to 

a referendum.  The clock is now 
ticking down until the moment 
when the actual vote will have to be 
held, and leaders around the globe 
are contemplating and fretting 
over the potential consequences 
of a British EU exit. Amidst this 
contemplation, is a question which 
has long been of little concern in 
the greater theater of Anglo-Euro 

politics: that of Northern Ireland’s 
EU membership. 

As the only British territory 
which shares a land border with 
another EU member nation — the 
Republic of Ireland — the trade 
and travel privileges conferred by 
EU membership have always been 
felt more acutely in the six counties. 
Many British citizens, Catholic 
Nationalist and Protestant Unionist 
alike, travel and do business across 
the border on a routine 

This perhaps explains why, 
unusually for Northern Ireland, the 
political divide over the question 
of EU membership does not fall 
along strictly sectarian lines. Of 
the four major political parties 
represented in the Northern Ireland 
Assembly — two Nationalist 
and two Unionist — only the 
hardline Democratic Unionist 
Party is officially campaigning 
for EU withdrawal. This unusual 
cross-community consensus likely 
arises from the predicted 
negative impact of a British EU 
withdrawal on the Northern 
Irish economy. A government-
commissioned Oxford Economics 
report predicted that the North’s 
close trade relationships with the 
Republic and comparatively higher 
rate of foreign investment would 
cause it to suffer greater economic 
shrinkage in the event of Brexit 
than Scotland, England, or Wales. 

The implications of Brexit for 
Northern Ireland, however, go 
beyond the practical and the 
economic and touch upon the 
long-simmering and potentially 
volatile question of whether 
Northern Ireland’s political destiny is 
rightly determined by the United 
Kingdom, with its Euro-skeptic 
tradition, or by the Republic, whose 
enthusiasm for EU membership 
has always been intense. 

About half the population in 
Northern Ireland are Protestant 
Unionists, who desire for the six 
counties to remain a constituent 
state of the United Kingdom in 
perpetuity. This demographic 
largely splits into pro-Euro 
and Euro-skeptic camps along 

Photo: 
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British withdrawal from the EU has 
far-reaching implications for peace and
stability in Northern Ireland

Article by: 
Alec Ward
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largely the same lines as does the 
population in England and Wales.

For members of Northern 
Ireland’s Catholic minority population, 
however, there is an added 
dimension to the standard political 
and economic paradigm. Most 
Northern Irish Catholics consider 
themselves to be ethno-nationally 
Irish. Unlike the British, who 
have always had a somewhat tepid 
relationship with the EU, the Irish 
have historically been proud to 
consider themselves European. 
The fact that membership in 
the EU bound Northern Ireland 
politically to the Republic was 
a key consideration in the Irish 
Republican Army’s decision to 
lay down their arms in 1998 
and pursue a united Ireland by 
peaceful political means. Placing 
further distance between Europe 
and the United Kingdom, and 
therefore Northern Ireland, would 
indubitably be seen by Nationalists 
as weakening the hard-won 
political ties between the North 
and the Republic and rolling back 
progress toward their ultimate goal 
of a 32 country Republic. 

Former IRA Chief of Staff 
Martin McGuinness, now serving 
as Northern Ireland’s Deputy 
First Minister and the leader of 
the pro-unification political party 
Sinn Fein has already called for a 
so-called “border poll” to be held 
if Britain votes to withdraw from 
the EU. Such a poll would ask the 
people of Northern Ireland to vote 
up or down on joining the Republic 
in accordance with the principle 
of consent enshrined in the 1998 
Good Friday peace agreement. As 
such a vote would frighten and 
anger Northern Ireland’s Protestant 
Unionists, whose population 
majority has narrowed to around 
three percent, it is highly unlikely 
that Westminster would consent. 
The concern, as ever, is that popular 
support for peaceful politics 
might erode, particularly among 
working-class Unionists, who 
have grown increasingly nervous 
about their economic and social 
position in the post-Good Friday 

world and whose hostility toward 
the power-sharing government has 
been increasing over the past two 
decades. 

However, appeasing the Unionists 
unsurprisingly risks fueling the 
same erosion within the Nationalist 
community. From their perspective, 
leaving the EU would amount to 
being ripped out of the structures 
that bind them to the Republic, and 
so to the imaginable possibility of 
Irish re-unification, against their 
will. This perception will almost 
certainly be voiced by the minority 
of so-called “dissident” republicans 
who reject the adequacy of the Good 
Friday Agreement for securing a 

path to re-unification and support 
the continued use of physical force 
in pursuit of it. The possibility 
would certainly emerge that these 
dissident groups would be able, in 
the wake of a Brexit, to recruit more 
followers and escalate their so-far 
unsuccessful campaign to topple the 
present state apparatus by violence. 

If the stability of Northern Ireland 
is to be maintained in the aftermath 
of a vote in favor of leaving the EU, 
some type of compromise will have 
to be reached. As ever in Northern 
Ireland, though, broadly-acceptable 
compromises remain hard to 
imagine.

Article by: 
Brian Liu
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Republican candidates have 
been outspoken in their 
criticism of Bernie Sanders’s 

political views throughout the 
2016 presidential nomination 
campaigns. We are about to witness 
a lot more in the wake of his success 
in the New Hampshire primary 
and looking forward to upcoming 
primaries, despite recent polls 
showing Hillary Clinton in the lead. 
Each of the top-three candidates 
for the GOP nomination has taken 
a stab at defaming Sanders. Donald 
Trump disparagingly called him 
“the communist” and Ted Cruz 
referred to him as a “dangerous 
socialist,” while Marco Rubio, being 
the most reserved, chose to refer 
to him as a socialist who would be 
“a better candidate for president of 
Sweden.”[1]

These allegations seem 
groundless, but taking a look at how 
socialist or communist intelligentsia 
would react to Sanders’s campaign 
might shed some light on the 
issue. Are the statements of the 
aforementioned GOP candidates 
valid, or do they just confirm the 
Republican Party’s sciolism and 
defective political culture?

One of the main slogans of 
Sanders’s campaign asks: “Ready to 
Organize a Political Revolution?” 
“Political revolution” though, 
is a term distinct from “social 
revolution.” The former refers to 
change within the current political 
establishment. It’s the term Ernest 
Mandel used to describe the Stalinist 
“political counter-revolution” within 
the regime of Soviet Russia. A 
“social revolution” calls for the 

replacement of the existing regime 
and, more specifically, aims at 
the establishment of a classless, 
internationalist society. This 
“permanent revolution,” according 
to Leon Trotsky, “is conceivable 
only through the dictatorship of 
the proletariat,”[2] which Sanders 
seems to have no intention of 
imposing. 

Sanders’s main policy proposal 
throughout his campaign has 
been to impose a “tax on Wall 
Street speculation to make public 
colleges and universities tuition-
free.”[3] Although I share the 
doubts of the GOP candidates 
regarding the feasibility of such 
a measure, this proposal alone 
does not make Sanders a socialist. 
This particular point might baffle 
someone who, unlike Trump, Cruz 
or Rubio, has taken the time to 
investigate Sanders’s politics in 
relation to communism. Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engles, in Section 
II, Point 10, of The Communist 
Manifesto, refer to “Free education 
for all children in public schools,” 
as well as to “A heavy progressive 
or graduated income tax.” These 
positions aren’t identical to the one 
outlined by the Vermont senator, 
but they move in a similar direction. 
Marx and Engels propose measures 
“which appear economically 
insufficient and untenable” only as 
a means to proceed “to centralise 
all instruments of production in 
the hands of the State, i.e., of the 
proletariat organised as the ruling 
class.”[4] Sanders’s tax on Wall 
Street, however, is the ultimate 
goal of his bid for the presidency. 

[1] Adam Taylor. “By insulting Bernie Sanders, Marco Rubio angers Swedish royalists,”   The Washington Post  29 Jan 2016
[2] Trotsky, Leon, and Max Shachtman. "What Is the Permanent Revolution?"The Permanent Revolution. New York: Pioneer Publisers, 1931. N. pag. Print.
[3] Wall Street - Bernie Sanders." Bernie Sanders RSS. N.p., n.d. Web. 02 Apr. 2016.
[4] Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engels. "Proletarians and Communists." The Communist Manifesto. N.p.: Lawrence, 1930. N. pag. Print.
[5] Lenin, Vladimir Il'ich. "Left-wing" Communism, an Infantile Disorder. Peking: Foreign Languages, 1965. Print.

SIGNS OF A ROTTEN POLITICAL CULTURE
FREEDOM OF SPEECH IS FAR MORE THAN JUST THE FIRST AMENDMENT 

ARTICLE BY: VAIOS TRIANTAFYLLOU
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This difference separates socialists 
from social democrats like Bernie 
Sanders.

Lastly, we should consider how 
Vladimir I. Lenin, the leader of the 
socialist Russian Revolution of 1917, 
would react to Sanders’s campaign. 
Lenin analyzed the concept of 
“opportunism” and its effects on 
the struggle of the working class. In 
his work Left-Wing Communism: 
An Infantile Disorder, Lenin 
argues that “a political leader 
who desires to be useful to the 
revolutionary proletariat must 
be able to distinguish concrete 
cases of compromises that are 
inexcusable and are an expression 
of opportunism and treachery.” 
Sanders makes compromises 
that Lenin would characterize as 
“opportunism” and “treachery” 
in relation to income and wealth 
inequality, restoring democracy, 

and creating decent-paying jobs. 
Sanders is rooting for change while 
sticking to the capitalist mode of 
production. He doesn’t advocate 
the socialization of the means of 
production, which Lenin would call 
“compromise.”

It is evident that the most 
important socialist and communist 
intellectuals would strongly 
object to Sanders’s positions. This 
proves that Bernie Sanders is no 
communist. By using this rhetoric 
to degrade Sanders, the Republican 
nominees put their mediocre debate 
skills on display. Freedom of speech 
and sincere respect for the opinion 
of one’s opponent go far deeper 
than just granting him or her the 
constitutional right to express 
it. Candidates who take part in 
public dialogue, and thus indirectly 
affect the thoughts of millions of 
people, have a moral obligation 

to gain a deep understanding 
of their opponents’ arguments. 
They ought to engage in a decent 
debate, critiquing the essence of the 
opposition’s argument. The childish 
way in which the Republicans attack 
Sanders, however, degrades public 
dialogue.

Photo: 
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Every four years on a cold 
evening in the dead of 
winter, Iowa becomes the 

center of the political universe. 
After many months of door-
knocking, phone-banking, and 
barnstorming in diners, small 
businesses (and yes, even barns), 
Iowans gather at 1,781 precinct 
locations to finally cast their 
support for the candidate of their 
choice.

The Iowa Caucuses have been 
a fixture of American politics 
since 1972, when Iowa stumbled 
into its first-in-the-nation status 
after a national change in 
convention rules. That year, 
Jimmy Carter delivered an upset 
victory in the Hawkeye state that 
put him on a successful path to 
the Democratic nomination. 
Since then Iowans have come to 
see the caucuses as an exciting 
opportunity to have the first say 
in the race for the White House, 

and candidates view them as a 
chance to connect with voters 
and build the momentum they 
need to win.

But not everyone has such a 
rosy view of the Iowa Caucuses. 
In a piece titled “How Iowa 
Hijacked our Democracy”, 
Politico writer Jeff Greenfield 
complained that the caucuses 
make Iowa the “scene of a 
quadrennial exercise that is the 
antithesis of a rational, accessible 
democratic process.” He goes on 
to argue that the Iowa Caucuses 
“fail the most basic test of what 
you would want in an exercise 
that so dominates the attention 
and resources of campaigns and 
the media.”

Greenfield is not alone in his 
criticism. Many have pointed to 
the blotched 2008 Republican 
caucus in which Mitt Romney 
was declared the winner before 
Republican party officials 

backtracked and gave the victory 
to Rick Santorum on a margin 
of just 34 votes. These challenges 
to the legitimacy of the caucuses 
need to be answered: is Iowa 
hijacking American democracy?

Chief among the criticism 
of the caucuses is that they give 
unequal weight to a state that is 
not representative of the rest of 
the country. Yes, Iowa is whiter 
and more rural than the United 
States as a whole. But these 
are not the only demographic 
metrics that matter. According to 
an analysis of 31 key economic, 
religious, and education 
indicators by WalletHub, Iowa’s 
“resemblance index” to the rest 
of the US is 97%- not too shabby. 
In the protracted state-by-state 
primary process one state has to 
go first, and it’s hard to imagine 
there is a state that objectively 
best resembles the rest of the US 
and would be immune from this 

In Defense
 of Iowa

ARTICLE BY: 
JACK HOSTAGER
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criticism. 
Some might argue that the 

way to eliminate this problem 
would be for every state to 
hold its primary on the same 
day so that no state has the 
advantage of going first. This 
is misguided: the state-by-state 
process enables candidates 
with different strengths an 
opportunity to shine. For 
example, social conservatives 
tend to do well with Iowa’s 
larger evangelical population, 
but more establishment, 
fiscally-minded conservatives 
that stay in the race for just one 
more week usually perform 
well in New Hampshire. This 
process also focuses candidates’ 
attention on a few states at a 
time, incentivizing them to visit 
a greater distribution of states. 

Critics also point to the low 
participation in the caucuses. 
Quantitatively, this is hard to 
deny: only 17% of registered 
voters in Iowa caucused in 2016. 
Though this is approximately 
equal to primary participation 
nationally, it is in stark contrast 
to New Hampshire where an 
astonishing 62% of registered 
voters cast a ballot on February 
8th.

How can this be? Unlike a 
primary, a caucus requires that 
participants devote several hours 
of their evening to the process. 
This excludes voters (often low-
income) who may work, say, the 
evening shift at Applebee’s or 
a 2nd shift manufacturing job. 
This year the Iowa Democratic 
Party held a tele-caucus this year 
for active-duty military members 
and students studying abroad, 
but Iowans who were traveling 
for any reason or studying 
domestically outside Iowa 
(including Penn students from 
Iowa like this author) could not 
participate. The caucuses also 
exclude certain public officials 
like judges who are unable to 
make a public display of support 
for any candidate. So the 
caucus will always have lower 

participation than a primary. 
It is also important to 

remember in the months 
beforehand, the caucuses forces 
candidates to interact one-on-
one with voters and answer 
unfiltered questions to prove their 
expertise and their character. 
For the Iowans that participate 
in this part of the process, it is 
an in-depth experience that is 
exciting for Iowans and good 
for the country. If every vote 
counted equally, candidates 
would focus only on large made-
for-TV events in high-population 
areas where they could offer a 
stump speech without having to 
truly answer to voter’s questions.

Finally, it has been argued 
that for as much scrutiny and 
analysis candidates get based 
on their performance in Iowa, 
the caucuses exhibit a profound 
lack of accuracy. Each party has 
a slightly different process. On 
the Republican side, voters at 
each precinct write the name of 
the candidate they support on a 
slip of paper, then the precinct 
captain gathers up all the 
“ballots”, sorts them into piles, 
and reports the results to the state 
party. This leaves lots of room for 
human error. The Democrat’s 
process is downright mysterious: 
each precinct is granted a certain 
number of delegates, so the vote 
count from each precinct is sent 
to the state party, which then 
reports the total delegate count 
for each candidate. The public 
never knows the actual number 
of votes each candidate received. 
Both of these processes become 
problematic when the results 
are close, as was the case for 
the Republicans in 2008 and 
Democrats this year.

The obvious solution to 
make the Iowa Caucuses more 
accurate and more inclusive 
is to do away with the caucus 
and instead hold a primary. 
Unfortunately for Iowa, New 
Hampshire will always hold the 
first primary because of a state 
law that automatically sets the 

primary date a week before any 
other state.

So are the Iowa Caucuses 
hijacking our democracy? The 
answer seems to be no, Mr. 
Greenfield’s claim is woefully 
overblown. However, Iowa 
cannot maintain it’s coveted 
significance without reforms 
to address concerns about 
participation and precision, 
and it cannot make meaningful 
reforms without compromising 
it’s first-in-the-nation status 
given New Hampshire’s law. For 
now, anyone who aspires to be 
president will continue to receive 
a good Iowa welcome, but it is 
difficult to see how Iowa can 
forever keep its time-honored 
tradition alive.
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These mere forty-five words 
protect arguably the five most 
essential rights we enjoy as 

American citizens. At the Second 
Constitutional Convention, Anti-
Federalists insisted on the inclusion 
of this amendment, as well as the 9 
which followed it, as a precondition 
to signing the Constitution. They 
argued that without a Bill of 
Rights, the federal system would 
veer towards monarchy, thereby 
threatening the rights of individuals 
and individual states.

These rights have been debated 
in the Supreme Court ever since the 
Court defined its own mandate in 
Marbury v. Madison. 

An element of the First 
Amendment’s protection of freedom 
of speech which has recently 
come under the Court’s scrutiny is 
campaign finance. Issues such as 
the relationship between money and 
speech, legitimate governmental 
interests when it comes to campaigns, 
corporate personhood, and Millian 
theories regarding tyranny, have all 
impacted the Court’s various rulings 
on related cases. At various times in 
the history of the Supreme Court, 
it has issued rulings aligning with 
a broader application of the theory 
of corporate personhood. These 
rulings, specifically those dealing 
with campaign finance such as 
Buckley v. Valeo and Citizens United 
v. FEC, fly against correctly-decided 
cases and wrongly hold campaign 
finance laws as unconstitutional.

The Court’s most significant 
recent ruling on the issue of 
campaign finance was in Citizens 
United v. FEC. This case relates to 
the Bipartisan Campaign Reform 
Act (or BCRA) legislation passed 
in 2002 by the combined efforts of 
Senators McCain and Feingold – 
specifically, §203 of the Act, which 
according to the Law Library of 
Congress “regulates the purchase 
of ‘electioneering communications.’ 
Generally, these are ‘broadcast, 
cable, or satellite’ communications 
made within 60 days of a general 
election or 30 days of a primary 
election.” The section restricts the 
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“Congress shall make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; 
or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press, or the right of the 
people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the Government for a redress 
of grievances.”

Citizens United
Article By Noah Levine



Spring 2016 | PENN POLITICAL REVIEW |  11 

GLOBAL

purchase of such communications 
by corporations or unions outside 
of very specific circumstances. 
Citizens United, a nonprofit, 
501(c)(4) organization, sought to 
air commercials promoting its 
documentary, Hillary: The Movie, 
in violation of BCRA, and thus, 
it sought a preemptive injunction 
against the FEC to prevent them 
from using BCRA to prohibit the 
organization from purchasing these 
electioneering communications. 

At the district court level, 
Citizens United was denied an 
injunction on the sensible basis 
that section 203 of BCRA was 
already ruled constitutional in 
the McConnell case. The film 
was clearly advocating against a 
candidate for federal office. Thus, 
it was classified as an electioneering 
communication and was subject 
to restrictions laid out in BCRA. 
When the case reached the Supreme 
Court, however, the district court 
ruling was overturned in a decision 
far broader than the rather narrow 
case which Citizens United 
originally brought. The Court held 
that under the First Amendment, 
corporate funding of independent 
political broadcasts cannot be 
restricted without excessively 
infringing upon freedom of speech. 
The Court defended this ruling by 
declaring all political speech to be 
equally protected, regardless of the 
identity of the speaker – whether 
the speaker is an individual or a 
corporation. The majority opinion 
cited a fear of having a “chilling 
effect” on speech as the primary 
reason for having such a broad 
ruling.

In order to fully understand 
why Citizens United was decided 
incorrectly, we must first look at 
the philosophical underpinnings 
behind the First Amendment itself. 
For this part of the investigation, 
we turn to John Stuart Mill, a 
19th-century English philosopher 
and political economist. His 
key text, On Liberty, has been 
widely cited as speaking to the 
motivations behind the sections of 
the Constitution which guarantee 

rights. The goal of this book – and 
of the First Amendment – is to set 
up protections against tyranny. 
Mill specifically states that tyranny 
of the majority is very dangerous 
and needs to be protected against. 
Governance by majority rule is 
likely to lead to forced conformity 
to the majority view, and to 
someone who values diversity in 
society as much as Mill does, this is 
a very significant issue. He sets up 
his Harm Principle to combat this 
social tyranny, stating that “The 
only purpose for which power can 
be rightfully be exercised against 
a person’s will is to prevent harm 
to others. He cannot be compelled 
for his own good, or because of 
the opinions, likes, and dislikes of 
others.”

It begs the question, then – 
what constitutes harm to others? 
According to Mill, harm consists of 
injury to interests which ought to be 
protected as rights. No one would 
dispute that the right to participate 
in democracy is one of the 
fundamental freedoms guaranteed 
in our founding. We fought against 
a lack of participatory democracy 
when we declared ourselves to be 
“free and independent States, …
absolved from all allegiance to the 
British Crown.” There is no doubt 
that when asked what America is, 
one of the most common answers 
would be “a democracy.” In order 
to protect this democracy – and 
the interests and rights of those 
who wish to participate in this 
democracy – certain reasonable 
restrictions must be put in place 
to prevent tyranny of the wealthy. 
Tyranny of the wealthy, in which 
the viewpoints of those who have 
the means to promote them most 
quickly evolve into unchallenged 
dogma. This opposed to the living 
theories and doctrines which 
challenge thoughts and ideals in 
the course of finding the truth, 
threatens to destroy American 
democracy as we know it. 

In addition, the dangerous 
precedent of corporate personhood 
which these decisions establish, 
threatens to allow the application 

of aspects of the Constitution to 
entities which the Constitution was 
not meant to pply. Even though the 
U.S. Code defines corporations as 
people in its first sentence, this was 
only meant to give corporations 
economic freedom. Since the 
1950s, however, this theory has 
been expanded in case after case 
to provide corporations with rights 
outside of the realm of economics. 
The legal powers which we allow 
corporations to have for economic 
reasons also give them the ability 
to disproportionately influence 
elections through their immense 
wealth. According to Chief Justice 
Rehnquist’s dissenting opinion 
in First National Bank of Boston 
v. Bellotti, “Those properties, so 
beneficial in the economic sphere, 
pose special dangers in the political 
sphere… Indeed, the States 
might reasonably fear that the 
corporation would use its economic 
power to obtain further benefits 
beyond those already bestowed.” 
With the dangerous precedent 
established herein, the Supreme 
Court went on to rule in the 
disastrous Hobby Lobby case that 
a corporation was entitled to the 
same religious freedom protections 
as an individual and could thus 
violate the Affordable Care Act 
by not including contraception 
in its healthcare plans for workers 
who may or may not subscribe to 
the same religious beliefs as their 
employers. 

Ultimately, the fundamental 
question regarding these cases 
is this: Does the government’s 
legitimate interest to protecting our 
democracy justify infringement on 
the freedom of speech? Even based 
on the philosophical work of J.S. 
Mill, whom one would think would 
be the most ardent opponent of 
government infringement, we can 
see that these wealthy corporations 
and individuals are harming 
everyone else by illegitimately 
seizing a disproportionate level 
of influence. Thus, the Supreme 
Court was incorrect in its decision 
in Citizens United.
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Is there reason behind 
this impassioned, oft-called 
“election of anger”? In a 
campaign where a television 
personality and a self-
described socialist are giving 
establishment candidates a run 
for their money, the answer is, 
actually, yes.

This election is different. 
Less than a year ago, 
“governors were considered 

‘outsider’ candidates for the 
presidential nomination. Now 
outsiders have scarcely any 
political experience” ¹ at all 
(neurosurgeon, real estate 
tycoon, former HP executive, 
Harvard professor). Less 
than a year ago, 2016 was 
a shoo-in for establishment 
favorites Clinton and Bush. 
Today, outsiders have created 
formidable challenges for 
Clinton and Kasich and have 
even pushed Bush and Rubio 
out of competition. In other 
words, no one saw this coming. 

So why, after nearly two 
and a half centuries of 
politics, is it only now that 
outsiders are having a real 
chance at becoming president? 
Why, after generations of 
antiestablishment rhetoric, is it 

only now that the establishment 
is facing real danger? Why did 
the “election of anger” come so 
late? 

Because the establishment 
never wanted this to happen, 
and the American electorate is 
catching on.

It’s no secret that third party 
politics are third-rate in the 
eyes of the establishment. The 
last time the DNC and RNC 
faced an upset like this in the 
presidential election was 1992, 
when independent candidate 

“I plead guilty. I am angry. 
I am angry and millions of 

Americans are angry.”
~ Bernie Sanders

“I'm very angry, because our 
country is being run horribly. 

I will gladly accept the 
mantle of anger.”
~ Donald Trump

“It can be tempting to follow 
the siren call of the angriest 
voices. We must resist that 

temptation.”
~ Establishment Governor 

   Nikki Haley (R)

The United States of Antiestablishment
Article by Justin Lee

Photo: 
(Michael Vadon)
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Ross Perot managed to qualify 
for the televised presidential 
debates. This was no small 
feat, as the Commission on 
Presidential Debates (CPD), 
created by both parties, upheld 
strict requirements for third 
party candidates who wanted to 
participate, while establishment 
candidates were automatically 
admitted. ² These requirements 
were considered strict enough 
until Perot actually met them 
in ’92. He made Bill Clinton and 
George H.W. sweat on national 
TV, bringing up issues that 
were bipartisan failures, such as 
how both parties were running 
up the national debt. ³ Neither 
candidate was ready to address 
such questions, and Perot 
“according to the polls, bested 
both Bush and Clinton in the 
first debate”, ultimately winning 
19% of the popular vote despite 
dropping out mid-campaign. ⁴ 
After 1992, the CPD made the 

requirements even stricter, and 
Perot was unable to meet them, 
ultimately being excluded from 
the ’96 debates. And ever since 
Perot, despite lawsuits and the 
efforts of Ralph Nader and Pat 
Buchanan, no third party voice 
has managed to make it onto the 
national political stage. ⁵

Until 2016, that is. One of the 
most striking characteristics 
of this pool of presidential 
candidates is their lack of 
affiliation with any party. Bernie 
Sanders is the longest serving 
independent congressman in 
US history. Donald Trump was 
once a registered independent 
who supported both Clinton and 
Romney and has made threats to 
run independently. Ben Carson 
was also a registered independent 
until this election cycle. And Tea 
Party favorite Ted Cruz is certainly 
no friend of the establishment. 
And they’ve all found an 
insultingly simple way around 

the establishment’s determent 
of third party candidates: join 
the establishment. They’ve 
adopted party labels they 
don’t identify with (revealingly 
making the switch around 
2015) in order to express their 
non-establishment voices in 
the campaign.

And those voices have 
clearly struck a chord with 
an aggravated electorate. 
From 1992 to 2016, there 
was no option outside of the 
establishment status quo, and 
24 years is a long time for 
dissatisfaction to simmer. In 
those last 24 years, “power 
[has been] lurching back and 
forth  between Republicans 
and Democrats… raising hopes 
among Americans who favor 
one side then dashing them 
when little changes thanks 
to mounting dysfunction in 
Washington”. ⁶ The American 
people want change. The 

Photo: 
(Michael Vadon)
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American people have always 
wanted change, but this time 
they are looking far outside 
of the establishment that 
they believe can no longer be 
trusted, manifesting itself in the 
difficulty that candidates like 
Hillary and Rubio have faced in 
appearing “more spontaneous” 
and “less scripted”. There’s a 
reason Trump and Sanders “are 
the only two candidates who 
regularly fill basketball arenas 
with passionate, standing-
room- only crowds: Both call 
for change that is fundamental, 
not cosmetic or incremental”. 
⁷ Much of their popularity 
stems from bringing up issues 
previously undiscussed on 
the national level, since one 
problem has stood out over 
the past several years: “If you 
live in a two party system… 
how do you register that you’d 
like to change course on any 
issue if both parties agree on 
that issue?”. ⁸ Candidates like 
Trump and Sanders have railed 
against assumptions from 
the duopoly about free trade 
agreements, campaign finance, 
and foreign policy, and like 
Perot on national debt, these 
outsiders have confronted the 
other candidates with issues 
that put them in uncomfortable 
situations. ⁹ In hindsight, the 
constant dashing of hopes, 
the previous dearth of third 
party candidates, pent up 
dissatisfaction, and the recent 
presence of independent 
voices on the national stage 
have all converged to make 
this an election for the history 
books, filled with anger, 
passion, and a wave of anti-
establishmentarianism.

But what if the 
antiestablishment doesn’t win? 

Where does all the anger go? 
Is this the culmination of a 
trend, or only the beginning? 
It’s difficult to imagine that this 
anger would dissipate if these 
outsider candidates lost to 
the establishment. Sanders and 
Trump have shaped the national 
dialogue more drastically than 
any other candidate could have 
in 2016, and their impact will be 
far more long-lasting. “If these 
people are tapping into that kind 
of anger and those problems 
people are angry about don’t 
get any better between now 
and 2020, how mad are they 
going to be then? Who will they 
be willing to vote for then?”. ¹⁰ 
How many people are looking 
at how far Donald Trump has 
gotten in the race and thinking 
“I could do better than that”? 
We’ve already caught a glimpse 
of how radical some of the 2020 
candidates will be (besides 
Kanye West) like Adam Kokesh. 
Or maybe the establishment will 
learn its lesson, as it did with 
Perot in ’92, and make it even 
more difficult for outsiders to 
run for president, closing the 
loophole that’s given it such a 
headache this election cycle. 
Either way, “whoever eventually 
wins the… nominations for 
president, one thing is already 
clear: Traditional politics and 
politicians have failed… even if 
the Donald Trump and Bernie 
Sanders insurrections somehow 
fizzle, their impact will not soon 
fade”. ¹¹

“The reason that Hillary and 
the Republican establishment 
candidates are having a 
problem is that this year is an 
antiestablishment year, and 
everyone sees it”. ¹² There is the 
sense that moderate candidates 
are not willing to create enough 

change, and so the electorate has 
looked for their revolution in the 
extremes through nontraditional 
candidates who have accepted 
the “mantle of anger”. So yes, 
there is reason behind the 
electorate’s anger, and although 
passion seems to have taken 
over this election, there is still 
method to the madness.
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The world is facing an 
environmental crisis. Increasingly 
erratic weather patterns have 
called international attention 
to the ramifications of fossil 
fuel dependence and have 
motivated activists to lobby for 
governmental policies intended 
to protect the environment 
from further damage. More 
specifically, environmentalists 
have often advocated for increased 
governmental investment in 
nuclear power, presenting the 
fuel source as a safe, cost-efficient 
alternative upon which America 
should rely more heavily. Such a 
perspective, however, disregards 
the potential economic and safety-
oriented consequences of more 
pervasive use of nuclear energy.

At first glance, America 
appears to be a leader in nuclear 
energy. Not only are there 
currently 100 nuclear power 
reactors at 61 locations in 30 states 
that produce approximately 

20% of the country’s electricity, 
but the United States actually 
has the “largest nuclear power 
industry in the world” and “has 
more private sector participation 
in the production of civilian 
nuclear power than any other 
nation.”¹,²,³ As of December 
2015, four new reactors were 
being built, and as of January 
2016, the Obama Administration 
was planning to provide two 
separate companies with up 
to $40 million to help create 
innovative, more technologically 
advanced nuclear reactors.⁴,⁵ 
Recently, however, there have 
been significant impediments to 
American nuclear development: 
five American reactors were shut 
down between 2013 and 2014, 
and almost every nuclear power 
plant currently being built is 
“well behind schedule and at 
least $1 billion over budget.”⁶,⁷ 
For example, in Georgia, the 
construction of the Vogtle 

Electric Generating Plant has 
been delayed three years and has 
exceeded its budget by $2 billion.⁸ 
Not only is the construction 
process expensive, but nuclear 
energy itself is also costly: by 
2020, “electricity generation from 
a nuclear power plant would cost 
9.5 cents per kilowatt-hour (kwh),” 
while onshore wind would cost 7.4 
cents/kwh and geothermalenergy 
4.8 cents/kwh.⁹ Governmental 
subsidization and investment 
might eventually help make 
the construction process more 
efficient and the energy itself 
less expensive; there are other 
noneconomic factors, however, 
that also render nuclear energy 
impractical both today and in the 
future.

Nuclear power is dangerous. 
While accidental catastrophic 
meltdowns (such as the March 
2011 Japanese disaster)¹⁰ are rare 
and increasingly unlikely with 
new technological developments, 
power plants are in fact vulnerable 
to both physical and cyber 
terrorist attacks. For example, 
terrorists intending to harm as 
many citizens as possible could 
target and damage a nuclear 
reactor’s core (perhaps with a 
bomb or an airplane crash), 
thereby releasing large quantities 
of toxic material into the 
atmosphere and contributing “to 
thousands of near-term fatalities 
and still greater numbers of long- 
term deaths.”¹¹ Radicals could 
also virtually cause a nuclear 
meltdown. In 2009, a computer 
virus known as “Stuxnet,” which 
was “manually uploaded” into 
an Iranian nuclear reactor, 
“took control of 1,000 machines 
involved with producing nuclear 
materials…and ordered them to 
self-destruct.”¹² (“Global Nuclear 

Nuclear Power 
is Not the
Answer
Article By: 
Jenny Godman
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Facilities ‘At Risk’ of Cyber 
Attack”) Something similar could 
occur in the US: it is possible 
that a technologically advanced 
terrorist organization could create 
a similar computer bug, introduce 
it into an American reactor, and 
force the plant to melt down, 
deliberately killing and injuring 
almost all individuals in the 
vicinity. Meltdowns, however, are 
not the only way in which nuclear 
energy can jeopardize the safety 
of American citizens.  Nuclear 
waste is also “highly radioactive” 
and if released will detrimentally 
harm almost everyone, whether 
living near or far from the 
reactor, who comes into contact 
with the particles released in 
the atmosphere.¹³ Only through 
ceasing both the construction of 
future power plants and use of 
currently operating reactors can 
the United States government 
undoubtedly avoid such potential 
catastrophes and properly protect 
the safety of the American 
citizenry as a whole.
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(Charles Watson Jr.)
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Ezra Klein rose to fame as a progressive political columnist and 
blogger for The Washington Post, where he managed the Post’s 
online “Wonkblog”, dedicated to the discussion of domestic policy, 
economics and politics. In 2014, he left the Post to found the political 
news site, Vox. Vox gained prominence for its interactive “card stacks” 
as a digestible way of breaking down complex policy issues for the 
everyday reader. The media site has been at the forefront of online 
journalistic innovation and has transformed itself into a legitimate 
competitor for legacy news outlets coping with the digital age. Klein 
is currently Editor in-Chief of Vox and continues to be one of the most 
well-read political commentators thanks, in part, to his savvy use of 
Twitter, where he has more than 1.13 million followers.

EZRA
KLEIN

Interview Conducted and Transcribed by Michaela Palmer
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    I don't think we're seeing serious    

      weakness in the two party system... 

In a way, the two party system seems stronger 

this year than it did, in say 1992, when there 

was a serious third party candidate. 

Penn Political Review: So you 
launched Vox in 2014. How 
has its trajectory been? Has it 
been what you expected? And 
what are your plans for Vox 
for the future?

Ezra Klein: Nothing is ever 
as you expect it. We’re much 
bigger than I expected. In 
February, we had more than 
300 million content views, 
which is just a number that 
blows my mind a little bit. 
So the ability to achieve 
scale came about much 
more rapidly than I thought 
it would. The things that 
have been different than I 
expected relate to changes 
in the news business more 
broadly. When we launched 
Vox, I’d say the vision had 
a lot to do with rebuilding 
the underlying publishing 
technology and then using 
that to create contextual news 
products that would help 
people understand ongoing 
stories better. That's still a big 
part of our vision, but there’s 
been this move over the past 
couple of years towards an 
off-platform world where 
you have some articles 
publishing on Facebook, 
you're publishing onto 
Snapchat, your videos go onto 
YouTube. You know, there's 
Google Amp... there're all 
these different things where 
a large and increasingly large 
percentage of your audience 
is not reading or watching 
content published through 
systems that you control. And 
that means that your ability to 
innovate on top of that system 
is much reduced. So you have 
the ability to get more scale 
particularly if you do this stuff 
well, and I think we do, but 
you don't have as much ability 
to reinvent the way the stories 
are told… There are certain 
ways that I thought we would 
be reinventing products and 

that's been a smaller part 
of Vox than I expected. But 
taking the underlying mission 
and values and brand and 
understanding how that lead 
to different versions of the site 
on many different platforms 
has been a much bigger part 
of the project than I expected 
and has led to, I think, a lot 
more growth and a lot more 
reach than we would have 
been able to have otherwise.

PPR: So a little bit about 
politics now... the Republican 
party is somewhat fragmented 
and we have a self-proclaimed 
democratic socialist running 
for president right now. 
What do you think the 
implications are - if any - of 
this Presidential election on 
the two party system in the 
future? 

EK: I don't think we know. 
I don't think we're seeing 
serious weakness in the 
two party system, in that 
we're seeing the democratic 
socialist and Donald Trump 
run within the established 
political parties. In a way, 
the two party system seems 
stronger this year than it did, 
in say 1992, when there was a 
serious third party candidate. 
What I think we're seeing is a 
tremendous weakness within 
the party establishments, 
and particularly within the 

Republican establishment. At 
the moment we're talking, 
Clinton is well ahead in 
delegates and it looks like 
she'll probably win the 
Democratic primary which is 
to say the Democratic Party 
will pick the candidate that the 
establishment rallied around 
from very early on. So it's hard 
to see anything tremendously 
unusual happening in the 
Democratic Party. On the flip 
of that though, the Republican 
Party [has proven to be] very, 
very weak. Donald Trump is 
not really a Republican and 
is loathed by the Republican 
establishment. The runner-up 
looks to be Ted Cruz, who is 
also loathed by the Republican 
establishment. So there is 
a... deep and fundamental 
weakness in the Republican 
Party right now. Parties, at 
their core, help structure 
information for the voters by 
giving the voters signals about 
who to trust. What we're 
seeing in the Republican Party 
right now is that Republican 
voters do not trust the signal 
coming from the Republican 
party itself. And when a 
party has lost the ability to 
do that, it's lost its ability to 
carry out its most essential 
function in the democracy. So 
I think there are some really 
profound questions about the 
Republican Party. That said, 
this is one election. It is a  weird 
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election, but it's one election. I 
don't think we know yet if it’s 
an aberration or the new norm 
for the Republican party.

PPR: So what do you think 
the Republican party's future 
is?

EK: We'll see.

PPR: What do you think the 
chances are of a contested 
Republican convention and 
how do you think it will turn 
out? 

EK: Higher than normal but 
pretty low. I mean right now 
we're in a position where the 
vast, overwhelming majority 
of Republican officeholders 
have not endorsed anybody 
in the primary. That is to say 
there's been no coordinated 
effort - at a time when 
coordination would not be that 
costly - to rally behind an anti-
Trump candidate. The idea 
that they're going to be able to 
do so at the convention, when 
it will be effectively taking 
the nomination away from 
Donald Trump, infuriating 
his supporters, potentially 
pushing him towards some 
kind of kamikaze mission 
against the party... it seems 
very unlikely to me. A party 
that has not been able to stop 
him when he was stoppable, 
is, I think, unlikely to try to 
stop him when he becomes 
more or less unstoppable. So I 
think that when they're faced 
with the likely consequences 
of a contested convention, 
party leaders are going to say 
to themselves, "Look, Donald 
Trump is bad, maybe he's not 
as bad at Hillary Clinton... 
even to Republicans. And 
either way he's probably going 
to lose and we'll get our party 
back. Better to let him lose but 
keep the Republican Party 
fundamentally intact than try 
to take the nomination away 

from him and potentially 
watch the party schism."

PPR: Do you see any potential 
remedy for the polarization 
and partisan politics of 
Congress right now?

EK: No, I don't think there's any 
remedy for it. I think that the 
remedy, so to speak, is not for 
polarization. It's for the ways 
in which polarization creates 
gridlock and dysfunction in 
Congress. Polarization would 
be less powerful if there wasn't 
a filibuster. Polarization 
would be less powerful if we 
changed certain rules like 
the debt ceiling. There are a 
lot of different ways you can 
make Congress work more 
smoothly, even amidst a 
polarized country. There are 
ways to make it easier for bear 

majorities to govern, there are 
ways to make it less costly for 
Congress to gridlock. I think 
those methods of coping with 
polarization are going to be 
really important. I don't think 
there is a clear mechanism 
by which we can reverse 
polarization. 

PPR: Going off of that... 
what do you expect to happen 
with President Obama's 
nomination of Merrick 
Garland for Supreme Court?

EK: Not much. I think 
the scenario in which you 
can imagine something 
happening is if Donald 
Trump is going down to 
defeat in a very big way 
and the Republicans decide 
maybe there's someway for 
them to make a deal with 

   The idea that they're going to be

   able to do so at the convention, 

when it will be effectively taking the 

nomination away from Donald Trump, 

infuriating his supporters, potentially pushing 

him towards some kind of kamikaze mission 

against the party... it seems very unlikely to me.  

A party that has not been able to stop him 

when he was stoppable, is, I think, unlikely to 

try to stop him when he becomes more or less 

unstoppable.
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Obama and get Garland 
as opposed to whomever 
Clinton would nominate with  
a more Democratic Senate. 
The problem is that as that 
calculus changes, so does 
Obama’s. Republicans have 
staked out a very principled 
position that the voters 
should be able to weigh in 
on this and it's the next up 
president of either party who 
should get to decide this 
nomination. Walking that 
back will be difficult; it's very 
hard for politicians to be that 
craven. So my expectation 
is just nothing happens with 
Garland, but my confidence 
level on that is not incredibly 
high. 

PPR: As we talked 
about before, this year's 
presidential election has just 
been unfolding in completely 
unexpected ways. What do you 
think the chief contributing 
factors are to that? Why do we 
have such anti-establishment 
politicians doing so well 
right now?

EK: *Sigh* I'm not sure that we 
know. I think there are a lot 
of answers different people 
give. I think there are unique 
dimensions to Trump and his 
candidacy. His money gives 
him an ability to work outside 
the party structure most 
politicians wouldn't have. His 
media savvy and his celebrity 
[status] allow him to get press 
coverage that other extreme 
candidates wouldn't get. So 
there are ways in which this 
might be more about Trump 
than it is about structural 
dimensions of politics, but 
at the same time I think you 
can see structural factors 
underneath the cracks. So I 
think that a core power the 
parties hold is to control the 
flow of information. They 
control it by to some degree 
controlling who gets money 

because money buys the 
ability to present information 
to voters. They control it by 
influencing the elite validators 
who help the press make 
decisions and help voters 
make decisions about who to 
take seriously. They control 
it by the fact that the people 
who end up getting a lot of 
coverage in the media are the 
people who within the sort 
of party establishment are 
thought to be very relevant. I 
think what Trump has shown 
to some degree is that the 
party control over information 
is diminishing. I think that's 
true for a lot of reasons. I 
mean one is the internet. It is 
very easy to see, as somebody 
who runs a news publication, 
that stories about Donald 
Trump and to some degree 
Bernie Sanders, outperform 
other kinds of stories. And 
so those candidates get more 
attention, particularly early 
on, than they would have if 
you were just going by polls 
and by, you know a sense 
of the political landscape. 
Trump certainly, on social 
media... his ability to get his 
message out in very, very big 
ways. He's got, whatever it is, 
7 million Twitter follows, 15 
million Instagram followers. 
That gives him an ability to 
end-run the media that most 
candidates don't have. So 
I think that there is a new 
equilibrium we're seeing 
in terms of who controls 
information. The candidates 
have a lot more ability to 
control it themselves and their 
followers, particularly when 
they have intense followers, 
have a lot more ability to drive 
the media's priorities because 
the media is conscious of the 
analytics on its stories in a way 
that it wasn't twenty years ago 
when it had no idea who read 
what in the paper. So I think 
those things are making it 
easier for non-establishment 

candidates who have a very 
intensely interesting message 
to break through.
  
PPR: How do you, as a 
political journalist, make 
really detailed or wonky 
policy debates accessible to 
common readers? It seems 
like that's one of the goals of 
Vox, but how you go about 
breaking it down?

EK: You make them clear. 
There's nothing that's 
important that you can't make 
interesting. The problem is 
people often don't do the 
work, they don't understand 
the thing well enough for it 
to be comprehensible or they 
don't work hard enough to 
find the points in it that are 
interesting, but I don't ever 
start out from the view that 
this wonky topic is not going 
to be interesting to readers. 
It's interesting to me, and 
if it's interesting to me, it's 
interesting to other people. I 
just have to find what part of 
it is interesting and that has to 
be authentic to me and it has 
to be authentic to the issue. I 
think that something I'm good 
at and something that Vox 
is good at more broadly, is 
working through these issues 
until we find the core of them. 
Until we find the part in which 
if you understand it then the 
whole thing makes sense. That 
feeling of an issue making 
sense is a really... profoundly 
pleasurable feeling. I mean 
one of the reasons we talk a 
lot about explanation is that 
that's the core emotional 
transfer. There's an old line 
from a philosopher that the 
feeling of a good explanation 
is like a key turning in a 
lock and when you're sort of 
asking yourself what is the 
feeling you can give a reader 
that's gonna make them want 
to read stories like this. It's a 
feeling of "Oh, I get that now. 
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Oh, that makes sense to me 
now." That's work we have 
to do ourselves cause we 
have to get to that place in 
order to write about it clearly 
and then we have to take the 
reader there too, but I don't 
think the secret is anything 
more complex than that. I 
don't think these stories are 
boring. I don't think they are a 
hard sell. I think that you just 
have to, as a writer or video 
maker or whatever find the 
point in the story that you're 
interested in that turns the 
lock for you and then you 
have to very clearly help your 
audience do the same thing. 
When you can do that, there's 
a really big audience for that. 
People really do want to 
understand the world around 
them. They really do want to 
understand these things that 
are important and that affect 
them. Oftentimes they're not 
getting enough opportunities 
to do so. There's a lot of 
frustration for people that 
want to know why things 
are happening, but are being 
given coverage that doesn't 
really explain that to them. 
I think at our best, we serve 
that market. We help people 
get at the "why" of what's 
happening, not just the 
"what." 

PPR: What do you think 
the media's responsibility is 
when it comes to reporting 
on racist or dangerous 
campaign proposals. In 
some ways the news kind of 
acts as a bullhorn for these 
sensationalist candidates so 
do you think there should be 
any self-censorship by the 
media?

EK: No, I don't. I think that's 
really dangerous because you 
quickly get into the question 
of what's racist or sexist or a 
xenophobic proposal. I think 
the media has a responsibility 

— and I think at Vox we 
try very hard — to be clear 
about whether things add up, 
whether politicians are being 
honest. In my view, and I part 
with some of my colleagues 
here, to say, do "we think 
this is a good idea?" I have 
no problem, and I've written 
this about Donald Trump 
many times, this kinda thing, 
saying whether or not I think 
something is a fundamentally 
good idea. The idea that what 
we should do is not cover 
something... to meet it with 
censorship as opposed to 
speech and analysis makes me 
profoundly uncomfortable. 
I'm willing to say to someone, 
here's what Donald Trump is 
proposing and here's why I 
think it's a bad idea. I'm not 
willing to keep the knowledge 
that he's proposing from 
them.
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Ernesto Cordero has been a Mexican senator for the conservative National Action 
Party (PAN, per its Spanish acronym) since September 1, 2012, presiding over the 
Senate of the Republic until August 31, 2013. Before being elected to the senate, 
Cordero served as Mexico’s Secretary of Finance during the troublesome years of the 
world financial crisis from 2009 to 2011. Before devoting his life to the public service 
of his nation, Cordero received his bachelor’s degree from the Mexico Autonomous 
Institute of Technology and his Master’s degree in Economics from the University 
of Pennsylvania in 1998. The Penn Political Review got the chance to sit down with 
the Mexican senator to talk about US-Mexico relations, the 2016 US elections and 
Mexico’s monetary policy in dealing with the Mexican peso.

Interview Conducted by:  Luis Ferre Sadurni and Michaela Palmer
Transcribed by:  Luis Ferre Sadurni, Claire Lisker, and Francis Leong

ERNESTO
CORDERO
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Penn Political Review: How 
would you describe the current 
state of the diplomatic and 
economic relationship between 
the United States and Mexico? 
What is the most significant 
challenge ahead?

Ernesto Cordero: For Mexico, 
the US is the most important 
country. We have very close 
ties. Not only in trade, but 
also familial, historical. For 
Mexico, it is very important 
what happens in the US and 
the relationship we have with 
it. The common notion is that 
we are closer to Latin America, 
but that is probably not true. We 
are closer with the United States 
in many ways. Right now the 
relations are quite well. I think 
that the relation between the 
administrations of presidents 
Clinton, Bush and Obama were 
quite well. Their relationship 
with the Mexican government 
under President Calderón and 
Peña Nieto was also very close. 
There is a lot of understanding. 
I hope that what ever happens 
in the next administration in 
the United States, that Mexico 
continues that fashion. There 
are a lot of things that need to be 
solved together as a region. You 
cannot understand the success 
of the United States, without 
Canada or Mexico. You cannot 
understand the success and 
advancement of Mexico without 
our neighbors. It is going to be 
crucial whatever happens in 
November in the United States. 
I hope that the future president 
understands that we are very 
good partners, that we are 
neighbors, and that they need 
us to succeed.

PPR: So, moving on to the 
topic of U.S. elections the topic 
of immigration policy in the 
United States has been a very 
controversial one, a very heated 
one. It has been a topic that one of 
Penn’s alumnus, Donald Trump, 

has been talking a lot about and 
has built his support on. What 
is the conversation within the 
Mexican senate and government 
regarding U.S. elections and the 
current candidates’ proposed 
policies?

EC: With all due respect, I don’t 
think that Mr. Trump has any 
idea of what is going on in the 
United States and the world. 
I hope that he is just trying to 
be noisy and trying to receive 
attention. I don’t think his 
[proposed] policies are not the 
ones of a real leader for a country 
like the United States. So, let me 
put it in an anecdotical way. 
Immigration is a cornerstone of 
the relationship between Mexico 
and the United States, but it is not 
the only one. It is an important 
cornerstone that has to be solved 
properly. Right now there are 
a lot of Americans that were 
immigrants from Mexico and 
Latin America, that their kids 
are Americans. They don’t feel 
Mexican, Salvadorians or Latin 
American. They feel American. 
[The US] has to understand that. 
They need the the rule of law in 
order for this group to succeed 
and contribute to America as 
they have always done. The 
movement of people that go 
from one country without 
papers has to be solved. We 
have to understand why the are 
going. [It’s] because someone 
is demanding their labor and 
there is excess of supply of labor 
around the world. Economics 
fixes and arranges that type of 

externality. You have to accept 
that there is a flow of people, a 
flow of opportunities, and people 
are coming to the United States 
because there are opportunities 
here and that is a good thing.

PPR: The Obama administration 
has had a sort of frustration 
getting comprehensive immigration 
reform passed through a 
Republican Congress, but he has 
been able to order some executive 
actions. Do you think that has 
been enough? What else should 
be done regarding immigration 
policy in the US and to what 
extent?

EC: Well, that is a very difficult 
question. There is always 
something extra you can do. 
The good thing is that reality 
advances faster than politicians 
do. So, right now the kind of 
integration you have in the 
United States is far beyond of 
what people are doing in the 
capital and in the White House. 
I am sure there are a lot of 
things that have to be done, but 
reality has advanced faster than 
politicians have in the US and in 
Mexico. We need an ambassador 
in Mexico; we do not have a US 
ambassador in Mexico yet. For 
example, that is something that 
has to be done. That is very 
important.

PPR: So shifting to the topic 
of when you were secretary of 
finance in Mexico-- I think that 
it was from 2009 to 2011, a time 
of global financial crisis—what 

The common notion is that we   

  are closer to Latin America, but that 

is probably not true. We are closer with the 

United States in many ways.
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sort of tough decisions did you 
have to have to take as secretary 
of finance and how effective 
were they for Mexico’s economic 
recovery at that point in time?

EC: Well, it was a very interesting 
time and probably there were 
days that all the [decisions] 
were tough, but in the end 
everything came out quite well. 
Mexico was very, very strong in 
macroeconomic fundamentals. 
We also had a financial crisis in 
1994-1995. The genesis of that 
crisis was the financial system 
in Mexico, the banking system 
in Mexico. We learned lessons 
from that situation in 1995. Since 
then, Mexico created one of the 
strongest regulatory systems 
in the world with respect to 
the financial system and the 
banks. So, by 2009, when we 
were discussing in the G20 
what had to be done with the 
financial system, many of the 
measures that were going to be 
implemented in the world were 
already working in Mexico for 
years. So, for Mexico, it was of 
course rough times. In 2009 we 
had a recession of 6% of GDP; 
it was huge, and we were able 
to rebound by 2010 growing 
at 5.4%. That could be because 
our financial system was in 
very good standing. So, after 
the financial turmoil finished, 
we were to develop very, very 
fast. It was a rough time for 
the world and right now, when 
I was flying from Mexico to 
Philadelphia, I was reading that 
the shadows of the crisis are still 
haunting Europe and there are 
problems in countries like Italy. 
There are problems everywhere. 
So, the world has not been able 
to recover from that time.

PPR: Shifting to the present, 
Mexico has suffered some 
problems with depreciation. 
The Mexican peso, this week, 
depreciated at historic levels 
since 2012. Can you explain 

how the plunge of the peso came 
to be? What is the Mexican 
government doing to put Mexico 
on a path of economic prosperity 
to keep appreciating the Peso?

EC: I believe there are two 
episodes of the same story. 
The first one is that it was not 
the depreciation of the Peso—
you cannot say this in Mexico 
because they will crucify you, 
and especially if it comes 
from an opposition senator—
but it was not really the 
depreciation of the Peso, it was 
the appreciation of the Dollar. 
For the first time in the history 

of the Mexican peso and the US 
dollar relationship—which had 
been very troublesome—for the 
first time in the history it was… 
that the Dollar was appreciating 
worldwide because after of the 
monetary policy of the US Fed 
everyone was expecting that 
the US Fed was going to raise 
the interest rates of the United 
States. It is simple arithmetic. 
If you receive more money if 
you are the United States, then 
the money is going to flow 
to the United States leaving 
other countries. That happened 
everywhere including Mexico. 
That’s why that was the first 
part of the story. Then the 

So the central bank in Mexico 

has  only one mandate: to preserve 

the acquisition power of the Mexican currency 

and to preserve the purchasing power of 

the Mexican peso. They don’t care about 

economic growth as some other central banks. 

second part of the story, once 
the Fed was very clear with the 
message and the signal that they 
had to send, the central bank 
in Mexico incorporated that 
information and we were able 
to tranquilize the markets. The 
next thing was the plunge of the 
oil prices and that hit Mexico in 
a very particular way. Many of 
the dollars that were offered in 
Mexico come from the Pemex 
exports. So if there is a reduction 
of 50% of the price of the 
Mexican barrel, to international 
markets, we receive half of 
that amount of dollars that you 
were supposed to have. That 

depreciated the peso also, so 
you have two effects going on 
there. Now the most important 
is the one of the decrease in the 
in price of the Mexican barrel. I 
think that the decision that the 
authority took just a couple of 
days ago, I think it’s correct, I 
mean, whoever thinks that the 
peso is going to rebound, that’s 
not going to happen. But the 
decision provided stability to 
the foreign exchange market in 
Mexico and the peso has been 
stabilized around 18.50 per 
dollar, that’s good, that’s good. 
I think no one should expect 
that we are going to go back to a 
level of 17 or 16. No. I think it’s 
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going to be between 18 and 19, 
but you have to reduce volatility 
and have to provide certainty 
about what’s going on. I think 
the decision was correct.

PPR: So, in recent months, what 
has been the monetary policy 
that Mexico has taken in order 
to stabilize the peso?

EC: Well, Mexico has [had] a very 
loose monetary policy as in the 
United States. The interest rate 
was very, very low according 
to Mexican standards in the 
past few months. That was the 
fashion, then we will increase 
interest rate when then Fed 
increased interest rates. So there 
was a complete synchronization 
between the US and Mexico. 
Now because of the depreciation 
of the peso, there are some 
inflationary pressures going 
on there. So the central bank in 
Mexico has only one mandate: to 
preserve the acquisition power 
of the Mexican currency and to 
preserve the purchasing power 
of the Mexican peso. They 
don’t have another mandate. 
They don’t care about economic 
growth as some other central 
banks. The only thing that they 
pay attention to is inflation.

PPR: Do you think that is the 
correct approach? 

EC: Yes, I think it is. Right now 
what is going on is that because 
of the depreciation of the peso, 
there are huge inflationary 
pressures. So, the central back 
has to be increasing the rates 
in order to prevent inflation. 
It’s the beginning of a new 
normalization of the Mexican 
monetary policy. So we will be 
seeing an increase in the interest 
rates in the months ahead, and I 
think that’s correct. If you don’t 
do that, if you keep filling the 
Mexican economy with pesos, 
there is going to be a huge 
inflation and you don’t want 

that. You want — if we are not 
growing —a humble economic 
growth rate, that’s true also, 
but that’s not because of the 
monetary policy. Right? So, 
fix the economic growth with 
fiscal policy, creating certainty, 
giving greater expectation of the 
country, and maintain inflation 
under control. And that’s the 
mandate of the central bank in 
Mexico.

PPR: Very interesting. To wrap 
up, you’ve been through a lot of 
different levels and positions 
within the Mexican government. 
What drives you to keep on 
being a public servant and what 
are your future aspirations? 

EC:Well I think that my vocation 
is the public service. I had the 
opportunity to serve my country 
in different positions. Right now 
I am a senator in the Mexican 
senate and right now my 
party is not in power. I am an 
opposition member. My drive 
is [recognizing that] there are a 
lot of things to do in Mexico. A 
lot of things have to be changed. 
Mexico [has been] a history of 
success in the last 35 years and 
we have to keep growing in that 
fashion. The Mexican democracy 
has to deliver public goods. That 
is the only way that people in 
Mexico are going to believe 
in democracy. So that is the 
responsibility of everyone who 
is involved in the public agenda 
in Mexico. That motivates me a 
lot. What is going to happen to 
me in the future? I don’t know. I 
am going to be in the senate for 
three more years and that’s it. 
Lets wait and lets see.

PPR: Thank you very much. 
Gracias.



Spring 2016

PPR
Penn Political Review


