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A NOTE 

FROM 

THE EDITORS

Dear Readers,

In 1968, Princeton students partici-
pated in the March on Washington 
to protest the Vietnam War. They car-
ried a sign that read “Even Princeton,” 
making a statement that, despite the 
dominance of conservative politics 
on campus, Princeton students were 
still willing to take a principled stance 
against an unjust war. Today, the pre-
vailing perception that our campus is 
apathetic or conservative still exists. 
But we choose to stand with those 
students who, risking arrest and abuse 
in 1968, asserted a different Princeton 
narrative. That is the historical lega-
cy that motivates us at The Princeton 
Progressive.

In the early 1980s, a group of students 
formed The Princeton Progressive 
Review, a magazine inspired by an 
earlier publication that had Socialist 
leanings. In 2001, the Idealistic Na-
tion, a competitor to the Progressive 
Review was formed. Ideologically, 
the two publications were very simi-
lar—except that the Idealistic Nation 
was printed in newspaper rather than 
magazine format. In 2005, The Pro-
gressive Review and the Idealistic Na-
tion merged to form The Princeton 
Progressive Nation (PPN) as “one big 
liberal media conglomerate.” The PPN 
not only produced several print issues 
per year, but also engaged in activi-
ties around campus aimed at further-
ing political awareness. For the 2008 
election, PPN staffers staged a protest 
that came to be recognized nationally: 
“I Could Be John McCain’s Econ 101 
Teacher.” The skit, conducted outside 
Frist Campus Center, included one 
student acting as “the teacher,” lectur-
ing another student (“John McCain”) 
with elementary supply and demand 
curves on a whiteboard. In 2009, the 
PPN published an opinion piece ad-
vocating gender-neutral housing, fi-
nally bringing this issue to the atten-
tion of University administration. In 

2011, the PPN brought the nation-
al progressive Occupy movement to 
Princeton, with “mic checks” at J.P. 
Morgan and Goldman Sachs recruit-
ing sessions on campus. PPN staffers 
and other students dressed in busi-
ness attire and infiltrated the sessions 
to “protest the campus culture that 
whitewashes the crooked dealings 
of Wall Street as a prestigious career 
path.” As a result of the economic re-
cession, the print version of the PPN 
became defunct in 2011. We spent 
our limited funds on organizing and 
rebranding our publication as The 
Princeton Progressive, and generat-
ing content and discussion on our 
website. Two years later, we are re-fi-
nanced and re-energized, ready to 
step in as the progressive voice on 
campus. 

We believe in a broad progressivism 
that is less of a distinct party platform 
and more of an approach to dealing 
with politics. Our progressivism is 
about introducing new voices and 
perspectives from disparate ideolo-
gies. We are committed to challenging 
dominant discourses on both sides of 
the political spectrum. There is no 
shortage of progressive students on 
campus, but until now, there has been 
no dedicated platform to share their 
voices. This publication has a unique 
role on campus: bringing those voices 
together. We want to promote a cul-
ture of progressive dialogue on a cam-

pus where strong political convictions 
are largely absent. 

How do we do that? By printing a 
magazine in the digital age. We want 
to bring progressivism into the phys-
ical spaces of our dorms and campus 
areas, not just add to the background 
noise of online commentary. Cam-
pus politics is about visibility—it is 
nearly impossible to participate in 
the political discussion on campus 
without something physical to read,  
and it is hard to ignore a pristine and 
well-crafted political journal. We 
believe in the old-fashioned power 
of having a tangible to hold in one’s 
hands.

We’re here to present several view-
points to you. If you don’t agree, that’s 
fine. As our previous editor-in-chief, 
Jessica Mulligan ’14, once said, “dis-
agreement creates progress, and cre-
ating progress is our goal.” We invite 
you to join us. Help us diversify our 
Table of Contents. Help us show that 
even Princeton has progressive voices 
that are ready to be heard. 

~Editors
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IF you’ve been paying attention to the head-
lines, you’ll know that the last year has been 
rough on President Obama. Just in 2014, he 
faced countless crises abroad, including the 
specter of a sectarian civil war in Iraq, violent 
secessionists in Ukraine funded and armed 
by Russia, and a cycle of violent action and 
reaction between Israelis and Palestinians. 
Things have not been easier for the President 
at home. The Republican-controlled House of 
Representatives voted to sue him for delaying 
implementation of parts of the Patient Protec-
tion and Affordable Care Act (Obamacare)— 
the same piece of legislation that the House 
voted to repeal 54 times in the last four years. 
Some conservatives are even calling for his 
impeachment. In July, a D.C. Circuit Court of 
Appeals ruled that subsidies provided to mil-
lions of Americans to help purchase health 
insurance are illegal, all due to a small typo 
in the Affordable Care Act. And none of this 
includes the scandal at the VA, the child-mi-
grant crisis along the US-Mexico border, and 
the Bowe Bergdahl controversy. 
 The nonstop flood of crises at home 
and abroad may give the impression that 
the Obama administration is becoming un-
hinged. Some argue that the daily require-
ment for crisis management has “derailed” 
President Obama’s agenda. Others claim 
that the administration is “unraveling” at the 
seams, and even that the president is now just 
“running out the clock” on his last term in 
office. Perhaps as a result of this media narra-
tive, President Obama’s public approval rating 
has plummeted. A recent Gallup poll found 
that at the end of July, only 41% of Americans 
approved of his job as president. In compari-

son, the average approval rating of presidents 
since 1938 has been around 53%, and George 
W. Bush had an approval rating of 39% at the 
same point in his presidency. 
 But consider this article an attempt 
to breathe some optimism into the hearts 
of democrats and progressives on campus. 
Despite the recent string of scandals, there 
are many bright spots in President Obama’s 
record in office that ought to be celebrated. 
For example, new EPA restrictions on carbon 
emissions by power plants represent today’s 
most meaningful effort to slash the United 
States’ contribution to global climate change. 
Financial reform is already making substan-
tial changes to the financial industry—chang-
es that will lead to greater financial stability 
and regulatory oversight. Should these re-
forms and regulations continue on their cur-
rent path, they  will leave a lasting mark on 
the United States, well past President Obama’s 
time in office. 
 However, there is an even more sig-
nificant and under-reported success story 
from the Obama administration: health care 
reform. Despite the initial catastrophe of the 
Healthcare.gov rollout in this past fall, the 
implementation of Obamacare bounced back 
and represents nothing like the bureaucratic 
nightmare once feared by conservatives. It 
is already improving the lives of millions of 
Americans by expanding health insurance 
coverage to previously uninsured children 
and adults at a minimal cost. The many in-
centives it creates for health care providers 
are slowly reshaping the industry and may 
begin to rein in the rapid growth of health 
care costs. Contrary to the popular narrative, 

Obamacare’s first year has not been a failure, 
but an unambiguous success that deserves 
more attention across the nation. 
 The Affordable Care Act was de-
signed around one simple policy goal: to ex-
tend health insurance coverage to all Amer-
icans, regardless of pre-existing conditions 
and income. To achieve this goal, it makes 
three changes to the American health care 
system. First, the Affordable Care Act prohib-
its health insurance providers from denying 
coverage to those with pre-existing condi-
tions and mandates that insurers calculate 
premiums using “community ratings,” mean-
ing that insurers offer the same premium to 
individuals in the same geographic area. In 
practice, this prevents insurers from discrim-
inating based on gender and age. Second, the 
Affordable Care Act implements the “indi-
vidual mandate,” meaning that all individuals 
not covered by employer-based insurance, 
Medicare, Medicaid or another public health 
insurance program, are required to either 
purchase health insurance from the private 
market or pay a penalty. Finally, the Afford-
able Care Act expands eligibility to Medic-
aid and offers subsidies to those who neither 
qualify nor can afford private health insur-
ance. 
 Together, these three components 
are described as a “three-legged stool”—a 
term coined by MIT economist Jonathan 
Gruber, who helped write the legislation. Like 
a stool, the Affordable Care Act requires that 
all three legs be properly implemented in or-
der to function.
 Let’s look at the first leg on its own— 
the system of community ratings. Alone, this

OBAMA HASN’T 

FAILED: LOOK AT 

OBAMACARE
by Ashesh Rambachan
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statute creates perverse incentives for those 
deciding whether to purchase health insur-
ance. Because health insurers can no lon-
ger deny coverage based upon pre-existing 
conditions, a healthy individual has no rea-
son to pay for health insurance all the time. 
Instead, that individual can wait until he or 
she is sick and purchase health insurance at 
the last minute. These incentives can create 
what health care economists ominously call 
the “death spiral.” If many healthy individuals 
choose to wait until they are sick before pur-
chasing health insurance, then the proportion 
of sick individuals in the insurance pool rises, 
causing premiums to increase. The increase 
in premiums then pushes more healthy indi-
viduals to drop their coverage and wait to buy 
at the last minute, causing premiums to rise 
even further. As a result, the destructive feed-
back loop created by the use of community 
ratings alone, poses a serious threat to the 
health insurance industry if it came to pass.
 To prevent health insurers from 
denying coverage to those with pre-existing 
conditions and avoid the health insurance 
death spiral, the Affordable Care Act thus 
includes its second leg—the individual man-
date. By requiring every individual to have 
health insurance, the individual mandate 
prevents healthy individuals from waiting 
until the last minute to purchase coverage. In 
doing so, there are more healthy individuals 
in the insurance risk pool, which drives down 
premiums. However, even community rat-
ings and the individual mandate together are 
not feasible policy, because millions of Amer-
icans do not receive health insurance from 
their employers nor can they afford private 
health insurance. 
 And this is why the Affordable Care 
Act includes its final leg—Medicaid expan-
sion and federal subsidies for those who do 
not qualify for Medicaid. The final leg ensures 
that everyone can afford health insurance and 
avoid the penalty imposed by the individual 
mandate. Together, the three legs of the Af-
fordable Care Act form the basis of expanding 
health insurance coverage while also avoiding 
the dangerous health insurance death spiral.
  In theory, the Affordable Care Act 
represents a coherent strategy to expand 
health insurance coverage to millions of 
Americans. While it is still early to determine 
how well it works in practice, the early results 
so far are overwhelmingly positive, especially 
given that millions of previously uninsured 
Americans now have access to affordable 
health insurance. Since Fall 2013, Charles 
Gaba, a statistician and web developer, has 
been tracking the enrollment figures on the 
national and state health care exchanges— 
created to help individuals purchase private 

health insurance—on his website, Acasig-
nups.net. By aggregating figures released by 
states and the federal government, he calcu-
lates that since October 2013, nearly 9 mil-
lion individuals have purchased health plans 
through health insurance exchanges. Of 
these, 8 million have begun paying premi-
ums. Moreover, the expansion of Medicaid 
provides health insurance access to 10 mil-
lion additional Americans. 

Like a stool, the Affordable 
Care Act requires that 

all three legs be properly
 implemented in order to 

function.

 Most importantly, countless surveys 
find that as a result of the implementation of 
the Affordable Care Act, the number of un-
insured Americans has fallen. The New En-
gland Journal of Medicine finds that since 
2013, 10 million Americans have gained in-
surance and that the uninsured rate fell by 
5.2%. The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
and Urban Institute estimate that the num-
ber of uninsured Americans fell by 8 million. 
Studies from Gallup and the Rand Corpora-
tion/Kaiser Family Foundation find a similar 
pattern. While estimates of these studies vary 
due to different samples, the message is con-
sistent: Obamacare has successfully expand-
ed health insurance coverage. 
 California is a particularly import-
ant case study because, as Princeton econo-
mist Paul Krugman argues, it represents the 
ideal implementation of the Affordable Care 
Act. Its online health insurance exchange was 
glitch-free from the beginning, it embraced 
the Medicaid expansion, and it engaged in an 
aggressive PR campaign to reach the unin-
sured. Again, the results are simply amazing. 
The Kaiser Family Foundation finds that 3.4 
million Californians gained access to health 
insurance, causing the uninsured popula-
tion of California to fall by 58%--the largest 
decline in the nation. Taken together, more 
Americans than ever before have access to 
health insurance thanks to the Affordable 
Care Act.
 Most surprisingly, the Affordable 
Care Act has been able to expand health in-
surance coverage at a minimal cost to indi-
viduals. For those purchasing health insur-
ance through the national or state exchanges, 
the premiums they are paying cannot be 
found anywhere in the open market. The 
Department of Health and Human Services 
found that among those receiving subsidies, 
the average monthly premium paid is only 

$86— 24% of the average premium paid on 
the open market by individuals.  
 The ACA’s successful expansion of 
affordable health insurance coverage has left 
many conservatives shocked and desperately 
searching for explanations. Republican Sena-
tor John Barrasso from Wyoming went so far 
as to claim that the Obama administration is 
“cooking the books.” However, no one should 
be surprised by the Affordable Care Act’s suc-
cess. The core components of the Affordable 
Care Act—ending discrimination by health 
insurance providers, mandating health insur-
ance coverage for all, and subsidizing health 
insurance for those that cannot afford it—are 
identical to the health care reform package 
carried out in Massachusetts in 2006. The 
Kaiser Family Foundation found in that six 
years after its implementation, the uninsured 
population of Massachusetts fell by 50 per-
cent. As a result, during the debate on health 
care reform in 2010 and before the Affordable 
Care Act’s implementation in 2014, there al-
ready was substantial evidence that it would 
work. Jonathan Gruber, who helped construct 
the Affordable Care Act and also Massachu-
setts’ health care reform, once compared the 
two pieces of legislation, saying that “They are 
the same bleeping bill!”
 However, there is one important 
area in which the Affordable Care Act is 
different than Massachusetts’ health care re-
form: cost control. Jonathan Gruber has also 
explained that the Massachusetts policy did 
not contain measures to limit health care cost 
growth, and the facts bear that out. The Kai-
ser Family Foundation points out that health 
care spending per capita in Massachusetts 
grew 15% faster than the national average 
since 2006. The Affordable Care Act, on the 
other hand, includes a number of reforms de-
signed to shift the incentives of hospitals and 
clinics towards providing quality, low-cost 
care. In fact, hundreds of economists (includ-
ing Princeton’s very own Daniel Kahneman, 
Alan Krueger, and Uwe Reinhardt) signed a 
letter that explained to Congress how “the Af-
fordable Care Act contains essentially every 
cost-containment provision policy analysts 
have considered effective in reducing the rate 
of medical spending.”
 Specifically, the Affordable Care 
Act promotes greater competition among 
health insurers and slowly shifts the payment 
structure of health care providers towards 
outcome-based measures. One the most 
significant measures is the establishment of 
Accountable Care Organizations (ACOs).  
ACOs are networks of hospitals and doctors 
that assume responsibility for the care of 
their patients along multiple dimensions, and 
whose payments are tied to quality measures.
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In the past, health care providers were large-
ly paid only through fee-for-service systems, 
meaning that they had a strong incentive to 
run needless tests and reap the extra profit. 
The payment of ACOs, on the other hand, 
is tied to quality measures, such as how well 
patients manage chronic diseases. Already 
14% of the US population is being served 
by an ACO, along with 4 million Medicare 
beneficiaries. The Affordable Care Act also 
alters health care provider incentives through 
changes to Medicare itself. For example, 
Medicare payments will be cut to providers 
that have high readmission rates. 
 While it is still early, such reforms 
may help bend the health care cost curve. Re-
cent evidence found that in 2012, health care 
spending as a proportion of GDP actually fell 
17.3% to 17.2%. That isn’t much, but it is an 
improvement considering the eye-wateringly 
high rates of health care cost growth in the 
2000s. Moreover, if this trend continues, it 
would be a boon to the US federal budget. 
The CBO estimated in the 2014 Long-Term 
Budget Outlook, that slower health care cost 
growth could save the United States $1.23 
trillion in reduced spending on Medicare and 
Medicaid over the next decade. 

Nonetheless, the significant slowdown in 
health care cost growth could also be due 
to reasons outside of the Affordable Care 
Act. Weak economic growth and a slack la-
bor market could be driving down health 
care utilization. Some argue that the move 
towards higher copays and premiums by pri-
vate insurers is leading consumers to also cut 
back on health care spending. 
 While these are plausible explana-
tions, they do not explain Medicare’s most 
recent success. The 2014 Medicare Trustees’ 
Report finds that Medicare hospital spending 
per person is falling and has been since 2011. 
Medicare, as program for retired Americans, 
is insulated from the broader economic slow-
down and has not seen a significant shift to 
higher copays. Instead, many health care ex-
perts argue that the new incentives for health 
care providers created by the Affordable 
Care Act explain this shift. Readmissions for 
Medicare enrollees are also falling due to the 
changes in the Medicare payment structure 
by the Affordable Care Act. Peter Orszag, for-
mer head of the Congressional Budget Office 
and Office of Management and the Budget, 
argues that health care providers expect that 
in a few years, most of their payments to be 

tied to outcome-based measures of perfor-
mance. And as a result, they have started to 
invest in methods that provide better care at a 
lower cost. The Affordable Care Act, with its 
diverse palette of changes to the health care 
industry, plays an enormous role in shaping 
these expectations. 
 The Affordable Care Act will likely 
be President Obama’s signature achievement 
in office. More Americans already have access 
to health insurance than ever before. Health 
care cost growth seems to be slowing down 
due to cost control measures in the legisla-
tion. If these trends continue, the Affordable 
Care Act will not only reshape the American 
health care industry, but also transform the 
long-term outlook of the federal budget and 
the US economy. This long-term perspective 
is important to keep in mind while navigat-
ing our way through the 24-hour news cycle. 
No matter the latest headline or controversy, 
history will judge President Obama much dif-
ferently thanks to the Affordable Care Act. n
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THE DIMENSIONS OF SOLITUDe

EXAMINING THE AMERICAN BRAND OF TORTURE

 

    By Daniel Teehan, November 2013

If you were passing by Frist on your way to 
class on Thursday, November 22, you might 
have noticed that the perpetually hyped rug-
by biker had a solemn companion: a student 
silently occupying a seven-by-nine foot cell. 
For those of you who didn’t have the chance 
to stop and learn more, I’ll try to clarify 
things a bit.
 The student in the cell was one of 
23 volunteers participating in 7×9, a piece 
of performance art put on by Princeton’s 
Student’s for Prison Education and Reform 
(SPEAR) as part of Prison Awareness Week. 
SPEAR, a student activist group (of which I 
am a member), created 7×9 as part of a cam-
paign to raise awareness about the troubling 
widespread use of solitary confinement in our 
nation’s prisons.
 There are myriad problems with 
our criminal justice and law enforcement 
systems: from the groups that are under dis-
criminatory scrutiny by police, to problemat-
ic mandatory minimum and plea bargaining 
for sentencing to the various problems with 
private prisons, But to me, solitary confine-
ment represents the most shameful of these 
practices.
 Solitary confinement is a punish-
ment that originated in the late 18th century 
as an attempt at reforming prisoners and im-
mediately came under criticism from prom-
inent international observers like Alexis de 
Tocqueville and Charles Dickens. Sometime 
after its inefficacy was formally acknowledged 
by the Supreme Court in the case In Re Med-
ley (1890), the practice fell out of widespread 
use. That would have been the end of the sto-
ry, had it not been for the war on drugs.
 As a result of surging prison popu-
lations, and in an attempt to stifle gang activ-
ity, the 1970s and 1980s bore witness to the 
birth of the super-maximum security prison 
(“supermax”) and the proliferation of soli-
tary confinement.  While the contemporary 
implementation of solitary varies by facility 
and state, the 80,000 prisoners who are esti-
mated to be in solitary daily share most of the 
same hardships. Prisoners in solitary are in 
complete isolation for 22-23 hours of the day, 
receiving their meals through a slot and given 
no social interaction. For the remaining hour 
or two, prisoners are allowed to go “outside,” a 
term which can sometimes refer to a walled-
in pen. 
 While solitary was once meant to 
target hardened criminals and gang mem-
bers, it has come to be used against certain 
target populations, including immigrants, 
ethnic and religious minorities and children. 
Moreover, it has become a fix-all solution to 

minor prison disciplinary issues, and is ap-
plied in a knee-jerk way to infractions as 
minor as smoking in an undesignated area, 
littering, or wasting food. However, there is 
arguably no group affected more than the 
mentally ill.
 While the issue of using prison as a 
repository for the mentally ill is an issue in 
itself, the 20 percent of the prison population 
with mental illness pales in comparison to the 
estimated 33 to 50 percent of prisoners in sol-
itary who are mentally ill. For these people, 
the harms of solitary are compounded, and 
sessions with psychiatrists and counselors 
can be infrequent and irregular. According to 

when subjected to solitary, “inmates’ psychi-
atric conditions will clinically deteriorate or 
not improve.” And yet we keep putting them 
there.
 As it turns out, the psychological ef-
fects of isolation upon fundamentally social 
human beings are manifested even in inmates 
with no history of mental illness. Formerly 
healthy people forced to endure long stretch-
es of solitary frequently descend into mad-
ness: shrieking and pounding on walls, falling 
into catatonic states, or engaging in various 
forms of highly disturbing self mutilation.
 In the prison setting, this psycholog-
ical damage can have serious consequences. 
Prisoners subjected to long stretches of sol-
itary have trouble readjusting to the regular 
population and can act out, landing them 
back in solitary and creating a destructive cy-
cle. This same factor contributes to the higher 
rate of recidivism for inmates released direct-
ly from solitary to the street. Finally, tragical-
ly, and yet unsurprisingly, the psychological 
toll of solitary often exerts itself in the ulti-
mate act of desperation. 50 percent of prison 
suicides occur in solitary confinement despite 
the fact that prisoners in solitary only make 
up around 3.5% of the total population. In the 
face of all this, it should be unsurprising that I 
consider solitary confinement a cruel and un-
usual punishment that should have no place

in our system of corrections. The classifica-
tion of solitary as torture is shared by the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Torture, Juan Mendez. 
However, I’m a pragmatist; I realize that sol-
itary isn’t going away overnight. At the very 
least, solitary should be limited to mental-
ly healthy inmates who display violent or 
gang-related behavior and its use should be 
limited to no more than 10 days. I think that 
these are reasonable goals to work towards. 

It is used as a tool 
against every vulnerable 
group within the system. 

 In the end, solitary confinement is an 
issue that at once encompasses and surpasses 
all other issues within the criminal justice 
system. It is used as a tool against every vul-
nerable group within the system: minorities, 
children, immigrants, mentally ill, and those 
going through withdrawals. Its use doesn’t 
make sense from conservative standpoints: it 
costs up to three times as much per prisoner 
per year, and it leads to higher rates of prison 
violence and recidivism. It is thus easy to ap-
peal to a vast range of audiences with the var-
ious arguments against solitary confinement, 
but because the people that it affects receive 
little sympathy from the American public, 
there are not enough people advocating for a 
change. So don’t let 7×9 just be some novel 
attraction you ogled at for a few minutes on 
Thursday; join SPEAR in working to help end 
this cruel and all too usual punishment. n

!!! AD SPACE !!!
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Can “Moral Mondays” 

Save North CarOlina from 

Immoral Governance?
by Tucker Jones, July 2013

The North Carolina General Assembly 
has proposed some pretty outrageous legislation 
over the past year. At one point, it introduced 
legislation reaffirming the state’s right to declare 
a “state religion”—a right any high school stu-
dent could tell you doesn’t exist. Some propos-
als, like this one, were quietly withdrawn after 
drawing laughter from the rest of the country, 
but far too many have either already passed or 
on their way to become law in the next few days. 
 
Just to list a few:

•   Additional and unnecessary abortion restric-
tions, which will close all but one or two clinics 
across the state, were attached to a completely 
unrelated motorcycle safety bill. The wording 
of the restrictions and the arguments of the 
Republican legislators were nearly identical to 
what we heard in Texas last month. Republican 
Governor Pat McCrory promised during his 
campaign not to sign any new abortion restric-
tions into law, but he has already publicly stated 
that he will sign the bill. The only good news out 
of all of this is that pro-choice supporters got the 
phrase #MotorcycleVagina to trend on Twitter.

•   “Tax Reform” has been passed, which has re-
duced the total amount of state revenue, shifted 
the tax burden away from wealthy individuals 
and corporations, and increased taxes on the 
poor and middle classes. Again, during his cam-
paign, Governor McCrory said that any sort of 
“tax reform” would have to be revenue neutral, 
but he is either lying, has a different definition 
of neutral than the rest of us, or can’t do math. 
Which reminds me…

•   This year the state budget will hit schools 
hard, ending funding for teacher assistants, 
eliminating higher pay for teachers with mas-
ter’s degrees, gutting textbook and technology 
funds, and will in all likelihood lead to fewer 
teachers and even larger class sizes. In the mean-
time, legislators have designated part of the 
public education budget to cover vouchers for 
private schools, many of which are not properly 
accredited and many of which do not separate 
religion from education.

•   Republican legislators rejected $780 million 
in federal funds to pay unemployment bene-
fits for their constituents. North Carolina is the 
only state to have done this, evidently because 
no other state thought it wise to reject federal 
funding being distributed to every state in the 
nation. As a result, 70,000 unemployed North 
Carolinian workers have had their unemploy-

ment aid cut in half—or eliminated altogether.

•   Republican legislators also turned down fed-
eral Medicaid funds, which would have insured 
over 500,000 North Carolinians and saved the 
state billions of dollars over the next decade. This 
seems to be an effort to spite President Obama’s 
signature legislation, the Affordable Care Act, at 
the cost of citizens’ health and taxpayer money.

•   Republicans have repealed the Racial Justice 
Act, which previously allowed death sentences 
to be commuted to life without parole when 
there was evidence of racial bias in the court 
proceedings.

•   Republican legislators have also been making 
an effort to punish Democratic strongholds by 
seizing property from cities. The General As-
sembly voted back in April to transfer owner-
ship of the regional water and sewer system in 
Asheville away from the city and into the hands 
of the state government, over citizen protests. 
Now they’re doing the same with the Charlotte 
airport, the largest in the state and one of the 
busiest in the world. Though the City of Char-
lotte has run the airport successfully, safely, and 
profitably for 70 years, the General Assembly 
has passed a bill to seize it without compensat-
ing the city. In Durham, the Legislature is doing 
the opposite, forcing the city to annex a neigh-
borhood that doesn’t want to be in town. The 
common thread here is that the Legislature is 
taking money away from cities, especially Dem-
ocratic ones, and forcing new expenses upon 
them as punishment.

•   Despite there being only two instances of 
in-person voter fraud in the past six elections, 
Republican legislators have passed new restric-
tions on voting, in the name of fraud prevention. 
Voters will now have to provide identification at 
the polls. This doesn’t sound like an egregious 
law at first, but over 300,000 North Carolinians 
currently lack valid ID. Oh yeah, and college IDs 
don’t count. The law also authorizes more elec-
tion “observers” from each party at the polls; the 
same sort of these “observers” were caught lying 
to voters to turn them away in the 2012 election. 
Further, North Carolina’s Republicans have cut 
the early voting period, ended voter pre-reg-
istration in high schools, and have eliminated 
one-stop registration and voting.

•   It might be harder to vote, but it’s now easier 
to carry a concealed firearm. Concealed weap-
ons will now be allowed on campuses of public 
universities, and in restaurants and bars where 
alcohol is served.
 
 It’s an extremely disheartening time 
to be a moderate in North Carolina, let alone 
a progressive. Fortunately, there’s one thing re-
storing my hope.
 On Monday, July 22nd, I attended the 

12th weekly “Moral Monday” protest, organized 
by the North Carolina NAACP and joined by 
various other groups such as NARAL, Planned 
Parenthood, unions, and environmental groups. 
This was my fifth Moral Monday attendance, 
and every week I went, I found more and more 
protesters standing with me on the Halifax Mall, 
in the center of the North Carolina Government 
building complex. Some estimates of crowd size 
reached 5,000 or more attendees.
 I admit, I’m not a frequent protest at-
tendee, but the coalition that North Carolina’s 
NAACP has brought together is the broadest 
I’ve ever seen. Further, each meeting is punctu-
ated by invocations to God and calls to prayer. 
They’re not called “Moral” for nothing—pro-
testers claim the moral high ground, with the 
facts on their side. While “What Would Jesus 
Do?” is an open question, I think most people 
would agree that He’d be for more people re-
ceiving health care, not fewer. After all, He gave 
away health care for free.
 This is not to say that the protests are 
exclusively Christian. Leaders from local Jewish 
and Muslim communities have made their own 
prayers from the stage, atheists and agnostics 
are welcomed in the speeches, and one section 
of the field is designated to meditation.
 Still, it’s clear that Rev. Dr. William 
Barber, President of the NAACP of North Car-
olina and de-facto leader of the protests, draws 
inspiration and tactics from the Civil Rights era, 
when Black religious communities across the 
South were the major organizers of acts of civil 
disobedience. Though a few of my non-religious 
friends were slightly uncomfortable with the 
amount of prayer during the protests, I remind-
ed them that the tactics were hugely successful 
fifty years ago.
 As the arrestees are loaded into the 
buses, a crowd cheers them on from across the 
street. They are then processed at a local deten-
tion center and released to friends and support-
ers, including Duke professor Tim Tyson, who 
welcomes them with lamb stew.
 The sheer numbers of demonstra-
tors and arrestees shows that there is a popular 
movement against the outrageous acts of legisla-
tive malpractice that the North Carolina Repub-
lican majority is forcing through. In fact, recent 
polls show that the Moral Monday protests have 
a higher approval rating than the General As-
sembly itself! But we’re more than a year away 
from the next elections.
 The challenge for North Carolina pro-
gressives, moderates, and others who seek sane 
governance, will be to sustain this movement 
until November 2014. Between the gerryman-
dering and the new voter suppression efforts, 
get-out-the-vote campaigns will be more im-
portant than ever.
 Until then, protests will continue at 
the Legislature every Moral Monday, and they’re 
spreading to cover more of the week as the ses-
sion winds to a close.  n
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DOES R.B.G. HAVE TIME?
WHY THE ASSOCIATE JUSTICE SHOULDN’T RESIGN 
by Madhu Ramankutty

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of 
the United States (SCOTUS),  took her place on the court in 1993; in 
the 21 years that have followed, she has become an iconic and fiery 
member of the Court’s liberal bloc. Though she is often alone in her 
unpopular opinions, Ginsburg has been a strict champion of women’s 
rights and is second only to Associate Justice Antonin Scalia on the 
list of “most frequent lone-dissenters.” For many years, she has been a 
progressive favorite—a status she made especially clear this summer 
when dissenting in SCOTUS’ Hobby Lobby decision. She warned that 
the court had “ventured into a minefield,” that her five male colleagues 
had “in a decision of startling breadth” essentially allowed corpora-
tions to opt out of almost any law they found incompatible with their 
religious views.  In a recent speech she gave at the Duke Universi-
ty School of Law, she elaborated on the potential for damage caused 
by the decision, especially with regards to job discrimination against 
women: “What of the employer whose religious faith teaches that it’s 
sinful to employ a single woman without her father’s consent or a mar-
ried woman without her husband’s consent?” she asked. Opinions like 
these have led to her cult-like following—today, a Tumblr page filled 
with memes and gifs of the Associate Justice is hugely popular among 
a generation of young progressives. 
 But though RBG developed her iconic status by sitting on 
the court, writing a series of progressive opinions, and fighting for 
the rights of the disadvantaged, many argue that her most important 
contribution as a liberal will be if she leaves the court before 2015. 
Though her health is fine now, the 81-year old justice is a two-time 
cancer survivor, and there is no guarantee that she will remain healthy 
enough to survive the eight years of Obama’s successor—very likely, 
a Republican. Furthermore, come this year’s midterm elections, it is 
likely that the Democrats will lose their majority in the Senate, lead-
ing to a difficult nomination and confirmation process for whomever 
Obama nominates. So if RBG is serious about the America’s future 
as a rights protector—and the court’s role in shaping that future—it 
appears that she only has a few months left to play the role of The Real 
Liberal Hero and step down, so that another progressive justice can be 
appointed. 
 Even liberals are divided over the appropriateness of asking 
this of Ginsburg. For some, to do so would represent something pro-
foundly negative and political about the judicial branch of American 
democracy. Take for example, Emily Bazelon’s 2013 piece for Slate, in 
which she argues that liberal SCOTUS-watchers should stop bullying 
the justice into an early retirement. She argues not only that the appeal 
is sexist (hey, no one is yapping at Stephen Breyer! And Justice John 
Paul Stevens only retired at age 90!) but also that it threatens the long-
term legitimacy of the court and its justices. And indeed, it is ironic 
that the justice most admired by liberals is simultaneously the one that 
needs to leave the soonest. 
 But this argument about the long-term legitimacy of the 
court is, of course, steeped in idealism. 
 The argument goes that forcing Ginsburg out would make 
her retirement seem inappropriately political and instrumental. In a 
system where the constitutional court is supposed to be independent 
of the political process, a premature Ginsburg departure  could threat-
en the court’s integrity However, many refuse to acknowledge that 
the court is already knee-deep in political waters, especially when it 

comes to the nature of the nomination and confirmation procedure. 
After all, once Presidents make the nomination, the appointment is 
battled out in an extremely polarized Senate; in the history of the 
court, there have been 151 nominees of which 29 (20 percent!) never 
actually made it onto the Court. We all remember the political hubbub 
that surrounded President Bush’s 2005 nomination of Harriet Miers, 
resulting in Bush’s eventual withdrawal of the nomination. The fact 
that every sitting Justice owes his or her appointment to a confirma-
tion by the Senate shows that the court can never be isolated from the 
domestic political context. So to pretend that SCOTUS exists inde-
pendent of political realities, is to be painfully ignorant. 
 Yet, even if these political realities are true, they are also wor-
thy of being ignored—something our favorite feisty Justice has already 
determined. As the Economist’s Steven Mazie puts it, “Does anyone 
really think the justice has yet to think through her decision? Isn’t the 
doomsday scenario of a 6- or 7- justice conservative bloc screamingly 
obvious to her? Should any of us really counsel Justice Ginsburg on 
her major life decisions?” In more than enough interviews, Ginsburg 
has indicated that she acknowledges the liberal criticism of her actions 
and even admits that the court is politicized. 
 But she is defiant, if for nothing but one reason: who could 
possibly replace her? As she herself noted in an interview this summer 
with Reuters, “So tell me who the president could have nominated this 
spring that you would rather see on the court than me?” 
 That is, Ginsburg has come to play an especially important 
role as the senior justice of the court’s liberal wing. In recent years, she 
has assigned and written more opinions that call for women’s rights, 
minority rights, and affirmative action than ever in American history. 
She even reads her dissents from the bench in an unusual display of 
contempt for the majority opinion, in order to draw attention to seri-
ous injustices. She is unique, she is fierce, and she is irreplaceable. The 
Notorious R.B.G has gained this nickname for a reason.

 Urging her step down disrespects her indispensible intellect 
and particular bravery as a champion of rights. One liberal does not 
make another, and there is no guarantee that another Obama appoin-
tee would rule the same way she does. Garret Epps in the Atlantic 
elaborates this point, comparing Gins burg with the next leader of the 
court’s liberal wing: Stephen Breyer. Though both Ginsburg and Brey-
ers are considered liberal, they couldn’t be more different; he writes, 
“Where Ginsburg fights, Breyer dithers; where her ideas are clear, his 
are mercurial; where she draws lines, he wanders across them; where 
her dissents are straightforward, his tend to be—well—incomprehen-
sible.” It is hard to imagine a replacement for someone as strong as 
Ginsburg. It is even harder to imagine that the same President who 
faces difficulty confirming a surgeon general for believing that guns 
are a health issue would be able to nominate another justice as liberal 
as Ginsburg. 
 The Supreme Court of the United States is far from detached 
from the political process; in fact, it is inextricably tied to it. But pre-
cisely because today’s political realities make unlikely the confirma-
tion of a justice half as brave, liberal, or feisty as Ginsburg, our favor-
ite Notorious ought to ignore the big liberal bullies and stick to her 
guns—something she has never been afraid to do. n
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Israel/Palestine is, on the 
ground, a one state reality— a state that, while 
Jewish, is democratic in name only. After 47 
years, the occupation is not a temporary en-
deavor but a permanent component of the 
Israeli state. There are now close to half a 
million Jewish settlers living over the Green 
Line, which demarcates the territory Israel 
conquered in 1967. 
 Since the start of the latest war in 
Gaza, the Israeli public has swung dramat-
ically rightward. On numerous occasions, 
right-wing extremists have attacked leftists 
at peace rallies and protests against the war. 
Repression of peaceful protests in the West 
Bank has increased. Thirteen Palestinians 
have been killed in protests in West Bank cit-
ies since the war began. 
 In the twenty years since the first 
Oslo Accords, intended to develop the frame-
work for the creation of a Palestinian state 
alongside Israel, Israel’s occupation of the 
West Bank has become more entrenched than 
ever before. 
 For decades, the notions of dialogue 
and coexistence have dominated the discus-
sion of peace-making and conflict resolution 
in Israel/Palestine. But dialogue alone is inad-
equate. While it challenges the status quo by 
forcing us to consider new ways of approach-
ing the conflict, dialogue cannot change the 
tangible facts of reality. Talking with the oth-
er is a first step to humanizing him, but mere 
listening cannot build institutions to support 
continued interaction between Arabs and 
Jews. Coexistence, while a politically charged 
concept, describes not a potential future, but 
the current reality—today, Jews and Arabs 
coexist, but they do so neither equally nor 
peacefully.
 This summer, I facilitated a program 
called Through Others’ Eyes for Jewish and 
Arab youths from Israel. The program’s goal 
was not only to build a sustainable dialogue 
between two communities, but also to plant 
the seeds of social, cultural, and economic 
exchange and cooperation: the crucial com-
ponents of a society shared equally by Jews 
and Arabs. The majority of the program’s 
participants were entering their last year of 
high school, and they were all from a part 
of Northern Israel known as the Sharon and 
Wadi Ara, where Jewish and Arab cities are 
clustered side by side. And yet, despite the 
closeness of their cities and towns (nearly all 
of the participants live a twenty minute’s drive 
away from one another), the young Jews and 
Arabs rarely interacted, and never as equals. 
In Israel, Jews and Arabs, with very few ex-
ceptions, learn in separate schools. They live, 
for the most part, in cities populated only by

people who share their religious and ethnic 
backgrounds. Few Americans understand the 
extent of the de facto and de jure segregation 
in Israel, though they may glimpse the occa-
sional outbursts of racism that result from 
this segregation. 
 The most recent war in Gaza, the ris-
ing tide of right-wing violence, and the Israeli 
government’s maintenance of the occupation 
formed the background for Through Oth-
ers’ Eyes this summer. Amidst the violence, 
death, and despair, twenty Jewish and Arab 
youths flew to spend a few weeks in upstate 
New York. Their participation in the pro-
gram— in which the Arab and Jewish teen-
agers slept in the same bunks, ate in the same 
dining hall, and spent the day talking, learn-
ing, and working together—was itself a bold 
political statement. It was a tangible manifes-
tation of the longstanding Israeli leftist slogan 
“Jews and Arabs refuse to be enemies.” 
 At a time when mobs of Jewish ex-
tremists run through Israeli cities shouting 
“Death to Arabs, Death to Leftists,” when the 
Prime Minister and Jewish Knesset mem-
bers incite racist violence, and when peaceful 
Palestinian protesters face-off against heav-
ily armed Israeli soldiers, insisting on the 
possibility of sharing the tiny sliver of land 
between the Mediterranean and the Jordan 
constitutes a rejection of the mainstream dis-
course that portrays the conflict as inevitable 
and religious and ethnic differences as irrec-
oncilable. 
 The program was meaningful and 
important not only because it brought Jewish 
and Arab youths together during a time of 
conflict, but also because by living commu-
nally for three weeks the twenty teens from 

Israel provided an example of what a shared 
society might like look—a picture of a future 
that ensures freedom and equality for all liv-
ing in Israel/Palestine. Asked to break into 
groups to develop policy ideas that could go 
beyond the limited concepts of dialogue and 
coexistence, the teens proposed the creation 
of a joint Arab-Jewish organization to intro-
duce the teaching of Arab-Palestinian histo-
ry alongside the teaching of Jewish history 
in the Israeli education system, as well as a 
state-required sustained encounter program 
between Jewish and Arab schools. While just 
16 and 17, they understood what many adults 
fail to comprehend: that neither side will ever 
agree to leave the land on which they live, 
that active coexistence is not an option but 
an imperative, and that a shared and mutu-
ally-beneficial society inclusive of both Arabs 
and Jews is the only possible future that offers 
both peoples a chance to live in peace and 
dignity. 
 The tragedy of the status quo is that 
programs like Through Others’ Eyes are tiny 
specks of hope in a very dark picture of the 
future. Twenty teenagers cannot solve a gen-
erations-long conflict, nor is it fair to burden 
people so young with the obligation of doing 
so. Still, there is something deeply moving 
about the fact that Arab and Jewish kids will 
have returned to their homes and communi-
ties knowing, for the first time in their lives, 
what the other side is truly like: that they are 
not like the stereotypes they have been taught 
by society, and that the other sides’ stories, 
hopes, and desires are not so different from 
their own. This will not lead to earth-shat-
tering political changes. But by finding 
common social and economic interests, as 

BEYOND 

COEXISTENCE
MAKING PEACE MEANS BUILDING A SHARED 

SOCIETY

by Josh Leifer
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the twenty Arab and Jewish youths did during 
the program, it is possible to build a founda-
tion for mutual cooperation. 
 Creating a shared society is an ex-
ercise in democracy. It is an attempt to con-
tain, within a single system, constituencies 
with disparate and often opposing priorities. 
But in a democracy, conflicts between inter-
ests are solved not by force or violence but 
by negotiation and mediation—the process 
through which common interests are found 
and strengthened, and compromises are 
made.
 Unfortunately, Israeli democracy, 
under pressure from the far right, is weaker 
than ever. Dissent is stifled, protests barred, 
and criticism of government policy during 
wartime has become taboo. The Knesset re-
cently planned to raise the percentage of votes 
required for a party to obtain seats, lowering 
the likelihood of political representation of 
Israel’s Arab citizens. And while Jewish politi-
cians, like Minister of Foreign Affairs Avigdor 
Lieberman openly call for violence against 
Palestinians and suffer no consequences, 
the Arab Knesset member Hanin Zoabi was 
barred from all parliamentary activity after 
calling for “popular resistance” against the Is-
raeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. 
Under the guise of security concerns, the Is-
raeli police barred peace activists from pro-
testing against the war. 

* * * 
 On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gu-
rion announced the founding of the state 
of Israel, claiming that it “will be based on 
freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by 
the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete 
equality of social and political rights to all its 
inhabitants irrespective of religion, race, or 
sex: it will guarantee freedom of religion, con-
science, language, education and culture. “We 
appeal,” Ben Gurion continued, “to the Arab 
inhabitants of the State of Israel to preserve 
peace and participate in the upbuilding of the 
state on the basis of full and equal citizenship 
and due representation in all its provisional 
and permanent institutions.” 
 Despite these words, Ben Gurion 
and subsequent Israeli heads of state kept 
Israel’s Arab population under martial law 
for twenty years. Nonetheless, the founda-
tion for a shared society can be found even 
in the founding document of an unjust state. 
To strive for an inclusive society, based on co-
operation between Jewish an Arab commu-
nities, is not a deviation from Israel’s found-
ers’ words. Instead, it is an affirmation of the 
prospect of peaceful and equal coexistence 
that, whether they meant to actualize it or 
not, Israel’s founders laid out in its Declara-
tion of Independence.

 Israel lacks a Constitution like that 
of the United States, but its Declaration of 
Independence contains undeniably egalitar-
ian language. The dissonance between the 
document’s language and  the brutality of 
the country’s founding does not make Israel 
exceptional. To the contrary, the formation 
of new states is rarely accomplished without 
violence or oppression. The U.S. is perhaps 
the best example of this, founded with an in-
tensely, if not radically, democratic and egal-
itarian constitution that was signed by men 
who owned slaves. The words of the Constitu-
tion are still interpreted today by Americans 
who seek out justice, used as evidence of a la-
tent kernel of aspiration towards a more equal 
society. Israel’s Declaration of Independence 
contains similar aspirational and emancipa-
tory potential. 
 

any just and 
lasting solution to 
the conflict will 

require more than 
coexistence and  

dialogue.
 Since the start of this summer’s war 
in Gaza, which has not formally ended at 
the time of writing this article, the two-state 
solution imagined by Kerry and the Obama 
administration has looked increasingly im-
possible. The future is terribly uncertain; it is 
difficult to say what the region may look like 
in five or ten years. But one thing is certain: 
any just and lasting solution to the conflict 
will require more than coexistence and dia-
logue. Coexistence implies stasis and 
passivity, and dialogue requires neither 
cooperation nor action. To exist and to talk 
are not the same as to act. Creating a 
shared society, whether parallel federations of 
autonomous Jewish and Arab communities 
or a single bi-national democratic state, will 
require tremendous effort to break down the 
structural barriers that separate Jews and Ar-
abs from participating as equals in economic 
and social life. 
 The current political climate in Is-
rael, where anti-Arab violence and racism 
has recently spiked, makes the prospect of a 
shared society seem like a hopeless endeav-
or. But it is the only option left for those who 
seek a just and equitable future for Israel/Pal-
estine. Making it possible will require tireless 
activism, committed and sustained meetings 

between Jewish and Arab communities, and 
it will not be easy. But if twenty Jewish and 
Arab teenagers can learn to live and work to-
gether, maybe, just maybe, adults and their 
communities might be able to do the same. n
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The Philosophy 

of Exclusion
How christian sexual eTHIcs provide a 

dangerous justification for discrimination 
by Daniel Teehan, February 2014 

Baylor Professor Alexander Pruss is a sincere man and an articu-
late speaker. A Christian theologist and philosopher, he does not raise 
his voice or invoke fire and brimstone—those are the crude tools of a 
bygone age. He relies instead on banal assertions and charming anec-
dotes to work towards his larger argument. The pace of his speech is 
deliberate, his ethos, pathos and logos are all in the right places. And 
yet, by the end of his talk, hosted by the Anscombe society last Friday, 
Alexander Pruss laid out a vision of sexual ethics and marital norms 
far more insidious than his unassuming tone suggests.
 It is no accident that Pruss must be measured in his presen-
tation of those once universally-held social values on love, marriage 
and sex. In the last few decades, rapid progress in social attitudes has 
shifted the burden onto conservatives to defend their increasingly 
unpopular beliefs on topics like premarital sex, contraception and 
most prominently, same-sex marriage. Other popular Christian intel-
lectuals like Princeton Professor Robert George have responded by 
shrouding their religious views in a secular cloak and attempting to 
justify their views on the grounds of philosophy and policy analysis. 
Pruss is more straightforward about the source of his views and more 
hesitant to prescribe policy solutions, but at the core, their arguments 
coincide. In fact, George described Pruss’s latest book as “quite simply 
the best work on Christian sexual ethics that I have seen.”
 

What is dangerous, however, is 
giving an intellectual justification to 

the people who are hateful, 
and there are many. 

 The crux of this conception of sexual ethics is that marriage 
is an institution designed to enshrine a particular form of love—erot-
ic love—which can only be realized through the “one body union” 
formed during coitus, and which is unique in its potential to create 
offspring. During his talk, Pruss was careful to acknowledge other 
forms of love and intimacy, but contrasted them to the unique act of 
heterosexual intercourse and its implications for marriage: the most 
thorough union of bodies demands an equally thorough union of 
souls. According to this worldview, coitus is exceptional due to its 
potential to create children (regardless of whether the couple is ac-
tually fertile), and marriage is inextricably bound to this procreative 
act.
 Having a narrow view of marriage is fine for conservative 
members of a religion; religions have the right to extreme and some-
times narrow views on a whole host of issues. The problem comes 
when intellectuals like George and others conflate this Christian 
conception of marriage with the civil institution that exists in mod-
ern society—and when they use corresponding religious arguments 
in the public sphere. It is true that until recently, marriage in the 

US coincided with the Christian model in being defined heteronor-
matively, but the parallels stop there. Marriage in the US is not tied 
to sex and reproduction in the same way as in Pruss’s world. There 
is undeniably a very strong correlation between the two, but sex 
legally occurs outside of marriage, and marriages have never had 
a legal burden to contain sex or produce children (if they did, we 
might have needed a Game of Thrones style bedding ceremony after 
the reception!). Thus, an acceptance of same-sex marriage does not 
imply the dangerous ontological restructuring of the institution that 
George (and presumably Pruss) would have us think. The only real 
threat presented by this exciting expansion of civil rights is to those 
who look to society for reaffirmation of their prejudicial beliefs.
 And in the end, that is what it comes down to. It doesn’t re-
ally matter to me what personal beliefs Alexander Pruss or Robert 
George or the Anscombe society members hold—there will always be 
those who are stuck in the regressive perspectives of a bygone era. I 
don’t think that these views make you a hateful person, and I know 
that Pruss and George have empathy for gay men and women. What is 
dangerous, however, is giving an intellectual justification to the people 
who are hateful—and there are many. In the United States, we may be 
nearing a more enlightened state if current trends continue, but news 
from India, Nigeria and Russia suggests that progress isn’t necessary 
occurring worldwide. Lending an intellectual air and a distinguished 
name to such discriminatory movements can do real harm to the per-
secuted individuals in those countries—and that matters.
 And aside from all policy implications, there are important 
questions within Christian theology evoked by this restrictive concep-
tion of marriage, some of which were touched on in the Question and 
Answer session following Pruss’s talk. Most immediately troubling is 
that tying romantic love and marriage to heterosexual intercourse—
while at the same time presenting marriage as a fundamental Chris-
tian experience—inherently bars a substantial population of people 
from fulfilling this central aspect of the faith and thus from being 
good Christians. The question of why a just God would create people 
who are incapable of living a Christian life is seemingly problemat-
ic. When I posed it to Pruss after the lecture, he weighed it carefully 
before lumping the conundrum with the equally unsolved Christian 
problem of evil and promising to look into the both of them. I’m sure 
that gay and transgender Christians will join me in looking forward to 
his next book for clarification. n
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Stop and Frisk: The Legal Challenges
by Ashesh Rambachan, February 2014

Over the last few years, nothing has been more controversial in the 
American criminal justice system than the New York City Police Depart-
ment’s “stop and frisk” policy. Stop and frisk refers to the authorization 
of police officers to stop an individual on the street and search his or her 
person. There are limits to the circumstances under which police officers 
can conduct these searches, but these conditions are amazingly vague. The 
Supreme Court ruled in the 1968 case Terry v. Ohio that stop and frisk 
policies do not violate the Fourth Amendment protection from unreason-
able searches and seizures, as long as a search is based upon a “reasonable 
suspicion” that “the individual is about to commit a crime or is in the 
process of committing a crime.”
 This broad criterion places enormous power into the hands of 
police officers. By the standard established under the Supreme Court’s 
ruling in Terry v. Ohio, it is legally nearly impossible for an individual to 
claim that a stop and frisk search violates his or her Fourth Amendment 
rights. Unsurprisingly, this low legal standard leads to racial profiling and 
discrimination, especially in New York City. Over the last decade, blacks 
and Latinos have accounted for 85% of all stop and frisk searches, even 
though they make up only about 52% of New York City’s population. Jef-
frey Fagan, Professor of Law at Columbia University, found that the race 
of the suspect best predicts a police officer’s decision to stop and search. 
The evidence regarding racial profiling and discrimination in the applica-
tion of stop and frisk searches in New York City is astonishing, and it goes 
on.
 There is also research to show that in most cases of racial profil-
ing by police officers, “implicit” or “subconscious” rather than “explicit” 
or “overt” racism is most likely to be to blame. Michelle Alexander, pro-
fessor of law at Ohio State University, in her book, The New Jim Crow, 
explains that especially since the beginning of the War on Drugs in the 
1970s, the media has perpetuated the stereotype in the minds of Amer-
icans that criminals are young men of a racial minority. Additionally, a 
1995 survey asked respondents, “Would you close your eyes for a second, 
envision a drug user, and describe that person to me?” The astonishing 
results were published in the Journal of Alcohol and Drug Education: 95% 
of respondents pictured a black drug user, while only 5% pictured anoth-
er racial group, whereas statistically, then and now, African Americans 
constitute only 15% of drug users. In another study conducted in 2000, 
60% of respondents, when presented with a news story that contained no 
image of a suspect, falsely recalled seeing one. Of those respondents, 70% 
believed that the suspect was African American. In another study, partic-
ipants were presented with a series of pictures of black and white suspects 
who were wither holding a gun or another object. The participants had to 
decide whether or not to shoot the target. The study found that partici-
pants were more likely to shoot an unarmed black suspect and not shoot 
an armed white suspect than the opposite. There are many more studies 
that have shown our unconscious racial biases.
 If average Americans demonstrate such consistent racial bias 
and profiling against minority groups, it is reasonable to expect that po-
lice forces do so as well. The fundamental problem with stop and frisk 
practices is that these policies empower police officers to search individu-
als with little to no factual evidence. The result is that these hidden racial 
biases dominate the decision to stop and search an individual, and more 
often than not, these decisions are legally not contestable or reviewable. In 
other words, practices similar to stop and frisk “maximize- not minimize- 
the amount of racial discrimination,” as Michelle Alexander goes on to 
explain.
 Based upon this logic, countless civil rights advocacy groups 
have challenged New York City’s stop and frisk policy in the court system. 
The most notable case was Floyd v. City of New York, which is a class 
action lawsuit. In August 2013, a federal judge, Justice Shira Scheindlin, 
ruled that stop and frisk searches violated minority rights under the 

Fourth Amendment.  The judge did not, however, rule that stop and frisk 
searches must stop. Instead, she called for a “federal monitor to oversee 
broad reforms.” Just this week, New York City Mayor, Bill de Blasio, an-
nounced that the city will end its appeal of the decision and accept the re-
forms called for by the federal judge. This marked a victory for civil rights 
advocates and for many racial minority populations in New York City. 
Hopefully, these reforms can begin to put an end to the rampant implicit 
and explicit racial profiling and discrimination that is currently ongoing 
in the New York City police department.

 

 But in all likelihood, New York City would have won its appeal, 
because the criminal justice system in the United States is stacked against 
any individual or group that claims racial discrimination. To see this, we 
must examine past Supreme Court rulings. Let’s begin with McClesky v. 
Kemp: in this case, Warren McClesky, a black man, was facing the death 
penalty for killing a police officer during a robbery in Georgia. His legal 
team challenged his sentence on the basis that Georgia’s death penalty 
exhibited systemic racial bias and discrimination. In support of this claim, 
McClesky’s advocates presented the famous “Baldus Study,” which exam-
ined over 2000 cases of murder in Georgia. The study’s authors found that 
prosecutors sought the death penalty in 70% of cases with black defen-
dants, while prosecutors sought the death penalty in merely 19% of cases 
with white defendants. Even when the authors controlled for 35 non-ra-
cial barriers, defendants that killed white victims were 4.3 times more 
likely to receive the death penalty than those charged with killing black 
victims.  To anyone, this study presented damning statistical evidence on 
racial discrimination.
 The Supreme Court did not see it that way, and rejected McCle-
sky’s claim under the Fourteenth Amendment. The Court ruled that sta-
tistical evidence was not sufficient to prove unequal treatment under the 
law. Instead, only explicit, intentional discrimination could prove unequal 
treatment under the Fourteenth Amendment. Michelle Alexander points 
out that under this standard, racial discrimination can only be demon-
strated through “an admission that a prosecutor or judge acted because of 
racial bias.” The implications of this ruling mean that in most cases, evi-
dence of “implicit” racism is insufficient to prove racial discrimination in 
court. Anthony G. Amsterdam, professor of law at New York University, 
called McClesky v. Kemp “the Dred Scott decision of our time.”
 What does the Supreme Court’s ruling in McClesky v. Kemp 
mean for stop and frisk? In all likelihood, it means that New York City 
would have likely won its appeal had it not decided to settle. The deci-
sion of Justice Shira Scheindlin was based upon the study conducted by 
Jeffrey Fagan. However, under McClesky v. Kemp, this type of statistical 
evidence is not sufficient to demonstrate racial discrimination and un-
equal treatment. The decision by Mayor de Blasio to settle the stop and 
frisk case is a victory. But it is a victory that must be taken with a grain of 
salt. Given the Supreme Court’s decision in McClesky, the ruling of Justice 
Scheindlin likely would have been overturned had New York City decided 
to appeal.n
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The Right to Self-Defense
Looking at America’s Gun and Weapon Laws 
by Madhu Ramankutty, July 2013

A tattoo-covered, rat-tailed, bulky-armed, middle-aged, Vermont 
libertarian once asked me, “What are you going to do when you get 
raped in an alley? You think the government is gonna come save 
you?”
 Leaving aside his misguided assumption that my rape was 
inevitable, the question wasn’t all that absurd. It’s a situation that 
many gun-rights advocates hypothesize, and their answer to the 
question is pretty straightforward: buy a gun, learn how to shoot the 
gun, and use that gun when you need it. These same people argue 
that gun-ownership can actually prevent the massacres we saw at 
Virginia Tech, Aurora, and Newtown. Guns act as a deterrent, they 
say: if the teachers at Sandy Hook had had weapons, not only could 
they have shot Adam Lanza, but also Lanza wouldn’t have even dared 
to attack knowing that the teachers would be armed.
 Okay, maybe arming schoolteachers is an outlandish idea. 
But I get it. Really, I do. The world is a scary place, and dangers are 
everywhere. So why shouldn’t responsible gun owners be allowed to 
carry weapons for self defense?
 And public polling shows that the number one reason that 
gun owners own guns is to protect themselves from danger. Accord-
ing to the Pew Research Center, in 2013, 48% of gun owners owned 
guns for protection, 39% for hunting and shooting, and 2% because 
of the constitutional guarantee. The vast majority of gun-owners own 
lethal weapons because of the tangible benefits: it makes them feel 
safer. Not because of some vague and ambiguously worded constitu-
tional right.
 But why guns?
 Why not tasers? Why not tranquilizers? Why not stun 
guns? Why not… pepper spray? Why not some non-lethal method of 
self-protection—something that would stun my attacker, and provide 
time for me to escape and call the police to have him arrested, jailed, 
and tried in court? My attacker would remain alive, and his guilt and 
punishment would be determined by the American justice system—
not Madhu the Vigilante.
 I found this question particularly relevant a few weeks ago, 
during the height of the George Zimmerman trial, when the jury 
found Zimmerman to have acted in self-defense. But I wonder: does 
a right to self-defense involve a right to take away another’s life? Or 
does a right to self-defense simply mean a right to your own life, a 
right from harm, a right to run away and save yourself? We have all 
heard that well-loved phrase: “guns don’t kill people, people kill peo-
ple.” Sorry, it’s a fact, guns do kill people—Zimmerman’s gun killed 
Trayvon Martin—but stun guns and tasers and mace do not.
 I find especially odd the inconsistencies within America’s 
self-defense and weapons laws. The security tech firm, Brickhouse 
Security, recently released an infographic titled “Less Lethal Weap-
ons” (right) that compares the laws regarding lethal and non-lethal 
weapons in different American states. It reveals the incredibly tight 
restrictions or outright bans on non-lethal, defensive weapons (like 
pepper-spray and tasers) in many states; at the same time, not a sin-
gle state has a complete ban on gun ownership.
 Yet, non-lethal weapons are just as effective as typical 
handguns: in less than half a second, stun guns and tasers cause 
intense muscle spasms and extreme disorientation. They can be used 
from a distance (the $300 Taser International C2 can be used from 

as far away as 15 feet) and cause no permanent damage or long-term 
consequences. Which is great, because there is a reason that victims 
don’t decide sentencing or punishment in American trials. In fact, 
in this country, neither guilt nor innocence exists independently of 
the legal system—and everyone deserves a fair trial before they’re 
rendered deserving of the death penalty. By shooting a lethal bullet 
into the heart of an attacker, a victim sentences their aggressor to 
death before they’ve been granted their sixth amendment right to a 
fair trial.
 But then why aren’t these non-lethal weapons as easily avail-
able? How am I allowed the right to kill someone, but not right to 
plain and simple self-defense? Shouldn’t we be defending not a right 
to bear arms, but a right to bear pepper-spray?
 So, to the angry libertarian guy with stretched-out and 
faded tattoos: What am I going to doif I feel threatened by a man 
following me down a dark alley? Since I’m from Virginia, maybe I’ll 
keep some pepper-spray in my bag, guaranteeing myself exactly the 
legal rights I’m afforded, without threatening the rights and life of 
another. n
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A famous study in social psychology 
revolves, strangely enough, around a football 
game between Princeton and Dartmouth 
that took place in 1951. Such a game today 
would be overshadowed by, well, just about 
any other D-I college football game—but in 
1951, it carried considerable import, and the 
tensions around it resulted in rough play and 
serious injuries on both sides. To conduct 
the study, researchers selected students from 
both schools and had them watch a replay. 
They found that despite being shown iden-
tical footage, Princeton and Dartmouth stu-
dents came to strongly diverging conclusions 
regarding not only attributions of blame for 
the dirty play, but even simple facts about the 
infractions committed by each side. 
 The study is famous for demonstrat-
ing the power of group biases to shape basic 
cognition, but it is also a striking example of 
how objective truths can be elusive when facts 
and details are filtered through the thick and 
colored lens of subjective human perception. 
These students’ interpretation of the same 
game contrasted because they were members 
of particular social tribes, and they came to 
conclusions that supported the moral superi-
ority of those tribes, as evolution has adapted 
all of us to do. This type of innate cognitive 
bias is seemingly innocuous when the com-
peting groups are rival educational institu-
tions and all that is at stake is public opinion 
on an ultimately meaningless sports event. 
However, in the frequently tribalized realm of 
geopolitics, such primal cognitive influences 
can cripple attempts at inter-group dialogue 
and understanding when they permeate the 
discourse. There is no clearer or more illus-
trative example of this phenomenon than the 
public response to the most recent outcrop-
ping of violence in the Gaza Strip this sum-
mer. 
 The incredibly fraught nature of this 
particular conflict, in combination with the 
powerful emotions that it evokes, demand 
that I provide a small disclaimer. This article 
intends to explore how cognitive psycholo-

gy can help us make sense of the discourse 
surrounding the Israel-Palestine conflict in 
its most recent instantiation. It is not engen-
dered by, nor intended as support for, the ac-
tions of either side in the conflict itself. Nor is 
it meant as a statement of fundamental moral 
equivalence between the two sides. While I 
certainly have strong opinions on the con-
flict, I do not seek to express or impose them 
here. Rather, I seek only to understand how, 
and why, intelligent, critically-thinking indi-
viduals can look at the same historical and 
political facts, be exposed to the same stream 
of articles and talking points and opinions, 
and nevertheless confidently maintain – and 
loudly espouse – their polarized positions.  
 And there is no doubt that the 
conversation has become largely polarized. 
As Vox writer Zack Beauchamp notes in 
commenting on the conflict’s tribal nature, 
“There’s a broad range of positions that one 
could have on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
But everyone who works on the topic feels 
a lot of pressure to take on one of two basic 
tribal identities: pro-Israel or pro-Palestine.” 
The now-common opening probe on the top-
ic, “are you pro-Israel or pro-Palestine?” and 
its variants are more than a way to discern 
the general sentiment of the recipient; they 
function to sort the respondent into an eas-
ily-identifiable ideological tribe. Thus, given 
the identity-conferring label of “my tribe” 
or “enemy tribe,” attitudes and behaviors to-
wards that person become apparent, and, all 
too often, the possibility of productive dia-
logue or reasoned exchange between the two 
parties is extinguished. 
 This stark tribal division is pervasive 
and has been intentionally driven into the 
public sphere. There is, of course, the predict-
able proliferation of media commentators: in 
print, on television, and on the air, the cov-
erage has been replete with heated polemics 
and screaming matches disguised as debates. 
However, more unique in this conflict has 
been the vigorous outpouring of opinion 
on social media. Fueled by hashtags and the 

contemporary agora of the comment section, 
supporters of both sides have gone to great 
lengths to make their affiliation clear. 
 In a wonderful piece of analysis 
in the Huffington Post, data scientist Gilad 
Lotan shows how the algorithms underly-
ing our social media experience construct 
our perception of the conflict. Because these 
websites succeed when users respond to and 
share the content they are provided, they have 
an incentive to show users information and 
news that corresponds with their view of the 
conflict. Social networks, says Lotan, “are 
perfectly designed to reinforce our existing 
beliefs,” to the extent that they have become 
“personalized propaganda engines” for us-
ers on both sides of the conflict. In what is 
perhaps his most dramatic (not to mention, 
artful) demonstration of this effect, Lotan 
includes network graphs of interactions 
between Twitter handles that show a liter-
al yawning gap between commentators on 
the conflict. His analysis is eloquent and the 
graphs are worth a look, but the message is 
simple: when it comes to the conflict, social 
media is all too happy to construct for us the 
reality we wish to perceive. By partaking in 
these sites, we have tacitly consented to living 
in an echo chamber.  
 When you realize that the argu-
ments employed by advocates on one side are 
so rarely reaching the eyes or ears of those 
on the other, social media activism becomes 
apparent for what it so often is: tribal chest 
beating. In addition to the now familiar #free-
gaza and its ilk, links to sympathetic articles 
and interviews, the sharing of videos and pic-
tures supposedly from the ground, and even 
the use of the loaded language that exists on 
both sides function less as persuasive argu-
mentative tools than as sometimes subtle, yet 
ultimately unambiguous, markers of group 
affiliation and promotion. It might feel good 
to angrily post about the “terrorists” who are 
“using human shields” or the “apartheid state 
of Israel” which is trying to “commit geno-
cide,” but in the end, it won’t do any good. 

On (not) listening to the enemy: 

tribal minds and cultural conflict

by Daniel Teehan
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Because even if you are absolutely convinced– 
from your analysis of the situation, the histo-
ry, and politics – that your use of this rhetoric 
is justified, employing it is more likely to fur-
ther ossify tribal polarization by antagonizing 
the other side and galvanizing yours than it 
is to make any meaningful contribution to 
dialogue.  
  But why should it matter to a strong 
supporter of the Israelis or Palestinians that 
the conflict in which they are engaged is one 
between two opposing tribes? After all, if you 
fall into one of these groups, you are likely to 
have a strong conviction in the moral righ-
teousness of your position that has empow-
ered you to advocate for it. If there is some-
one within the enemy camp just as convicted 
about their position, it is likely due to the 
propaganda they have been subjected to, the 
influences of the perpetually-biased media, 
or perhaps even their latent Anti-Semitism or 
Islamophobia. It shouldn’t even matter that 
there are people on the other side with argu-
ments and justifications of their own, because 
history shows us that one side of a conflict 
can be objectively and morally right (Nazis! 
Apartheid!) and that side, of course, is yours. 
You are not just fighting for a side, you are 
fighting for a narrative of history – the true 
narrative – and for posterity’s sake, you must 
win.
 The only problem with this sort of 
zero-sum, winner-takes-all reasoning is that 
it rarely get us anywhere. More specifically, it 
gets us right to where we are now, and keeps 
us there: two sides, each with unflagging be-
lief in their own moral superiority, and both 
unable to communicate and unwilling to 
compromise, thus locked in a violent conflict 
with no end in sight. At this point, it is vir-
tually inconceivable that either side will tri-
umph definitively in battle or in the court of 
international public opinion and thus achieve 
the unequivocal victory of its narrative. That 
leaves the situation in its current state of sta-
sis. The only way out is to achieve a multilat-
eral diplomatic resolution, with which both 
sides will inevitably be unsatisfied. And the 
swiftest and surest path to such a resolution 
requires civil, productive communication 
between ideologues on both sides, the very 
thing that is precluded by the prevailing tribal 
polarization. 
 Of course, this is nothing new. Any-
body who approaches the conflict looking 
forward to find a realistic solution, instead 
of backwards for culpability, knows roughly 
what is required for the conflict to end. They 
also bemoan the stubbornness of both sides 
in failing to come to these terms in negotia-
tion after failed negotiation, the most recent 
of which was brokered by US Secretary of 

State John Kerry and collapsed while on the 
verge of success last year.
 Why, the distanced observer is 
forced to ask, can’t both sides just be reason-
able and accept a two-state solution? Because, 
cognitive science tells us, reason has little to 
do with it. And understanding just how little 
reason has to do with the conversations over 
contentious political issues, Israel-Palestine 
included, is the important first step towards 
fixing the way we approach those conversa-
tions, and even the issues themselves. 

You are not just fighting 

for a side, you are fighting 

for a narrative of history

 – the true  narrative – 

and for posterity’s sake, 

you must win.
 
 There is a long tradition of philo-
sophical thought – going back to Plato – that 
worships reason and exalts humans as beings 
capable of overcoming animal emotions and 
evaluating situations in perfectly rational 
terms. The idea that we are exceptional in our 
ability to tune out baser emotions and apply 
this pristine rationality when making moral 
judgments is one that has dominated recent 
history and permeates popular thought to 
this day. It is also a delusion. Reason plays a 
role in our lives, but it is not the truth-seek-
ing, noble role that we so frequently attribute 
to it.
 In his hugely influential 2001 paper, 
“The Emotional Dog and its Rational Tail,” 
psychologist Jonathan Haidt laid out an al-
ternative paradigm of moral judgment which 
takes primacy away from rationality and 
gives it to what he calls “social intuition.” Ac-
cording to this non-rationalist model, which 
harkens back to that of David Hume, “mor-
al judgment is generally the result of quick, 
automatic evaluations,” and the reasons that 
we articulate for coming to these snap intu-
itions are actually post-hoc justifications for 
a conclusion that is more strongly influenced 
by subliminal social and cultural factors. 
Moral reasoning, says Haidt, is not what gen-
erates moral judgment. It comes afterwards, 
to sustain the veneer of rationality, as well as 
to serve the very important social function of 
getting other people to come to the same con-
clusions. 
 As Haidt explains in his more recent 
and wonderfully insightful book, The Righ-
teous Mind, this reality of our moral decision 

making can be observed in experimental sit-
uations when people attempt (and fail) to use 
reason to justify one of their strongly held 
moral intuitions – a phenomenon known as 
moral dumbfounding. To cite his most com-
mon example, imagine a scenario in which 
a brother and sister have private, protected, 
consensual sex a single time, enjoy the ex-
perience, but agree to never do it again. Un-
surprisingly, studies show that most people 
will morally condemn the siblings, and do so 
instantly. This is because the incest taboo is 
evolutionarily ingrained as a response to the 
genetic danger that comes from inbreeding. 
But because the siblings use protection, there 
is no risk of procreation in the example. The 
researchers have eliminated all possible harm 
from the situation, and yet people will fre-
quently persist in condemning the siblings, 
sometimes to the point where even they rec-
ognize that their justifications make no logi-
cal sense. 
 Haidt has many more examples of 
situations such as these in which people will 
make a strong moral judgment, and then 
struggle to justify it rationally. The reasons 
they provide for their intuitive decisions often 
plainly contradict the details of the scenario, 
or don’t make sense. This moral dumbfound-
ing makes plain the supporting role reason 
plays in moral decision-making. We make 
instant intuitive judgments all the time, and 
only afterwards employ reason to justify what 
our mind has long since decided. As Hume 
famously put it centuries ago “reason is, and 
ought only to be, slave of the passions.”
 This social intuitionist understand-
ing of moral judgment fits well into a new 
understanding of how the brain works that 
is being put together by such various disci-
plines as cognitive neuroscience, evolution-
ary biology, and behavioral economics. One 
of the most elegant attempts to conceptualize 
this new understanding of cognition comes 
from Nobel Laureate Daniel Kahneman and 
is articulated in his book, Thinking, Fast and 
Slow. In the book, Kahneman distinguishes 
between two functional systems of the brain: 
System One is the fast working, intuitive part 
of the brain that makes most everyday deci-
sions and judgments; System Two is the slow 
working, deliberative part of the brain associ-
ated with logic and reason.
 System One, while efficient and nec-
essary for daily functioning, is also subject to 
subtle yet powerful social, cultural and reli-
gious cues and generates implicit biases that 
shape our moral judgments—judgments that 
we “rational beings” usually like to associate 
with our process of rational decision-making. 
It is also where the psychological effects of 
tribalism originate. The tribal mentality of in-
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-group and out-group is a well-studied psy-
chological phenomenon with its roots in the 
environment in which humans evolved. In 
small hunter-gatherer societies, loyalty to the 
tribe was paramount for collective survival, 
and in the context of small groups, emotional 
and communicative adaptations developed 
and were fine-tuned. When there was a com-
petition between groups, adaptations that 
favored group solidarity were competitive ad-
vantages that facilitated victory in zero-sum 
competitions over resources or land. While 
we no longer live in literal tribes, our brains 
are still wired according to this evolutionary 
blueprint. As civilization developed and so-
cieties formed, the same instincts that were 
adapted for inter-tribal competition were put 
to use in the growth and interaction of social 
and religious tribes. The legacy of this devel-
opment remains with us, and it affects every 
aspect of our social affiliations: from loyalty 
to a college football team, to devotion to a 
religious sect, to commitment to a political 
narrative. 
 When it comes to the current con-
flict in Gaza, being pro- or anti-Israel has be-
come more a matter of tribal affiliation than 
one of reasoned analysis. To be clear, there are 
more than two tribes which filter people into 
this larger, pro-Israel pro-Palestine divide. 
For many people who take a position, that 
position was influenced by the social group in 
which they grew up, as with Arabs and Mus-
lims who are pro-Palestine, and Jews and Is-
raelis who are pro-Israel. This population was 
exposed to one tribe’s narrative from an early 
age, and has likely never had a compelling 
psychological reason to diverge from their 
group’s stand. Some of the most vehement 
and outspoken supporters of Israel would 
likely be some of its most vehement critics, 
had they been born Muslim in Gaza City 
rather than Jewish in Tel Aviv. Many of the 
people who fall into this category, who have a 
specific affiliation because of the environment 
in which they developed, will give rational 
explanations for supporting their side when 
pressed. But as Haidt explained with social 
intuitionism, this is a post-hoc justification of 
an intuition provided by Kahneman’s System 
One.
 As with any polarizing issue how-
ever, there are also smaller social groups that 
have formed within and against the prevail-
ing affiliation of the environment in which 
their members grew up. In America, which 
is more pro-Israel than any other country 
outside of Israel itself, there are large com-
munities of students and professors who are 
ardently against Israel and its actions, as evi-
denced by the growing BDS (Boycott, Divest-
ment, and Sanctions) movement. Likewise, 

within Israeli and Jewish communities, there 
are loud voices of dissent from liberal anti-Zi-
onists. But it doesn’t matter how or why they 
got there. What matters is that individuals in 
both groups are subject to the cognitive bias-
es that go along with tribal psychology. And 
just as when watching a football game, these 
biases color the lens that filters new develop-
ments in the conflict to fit into our tribal nar-
ratives. 
 Of course, evolutionary psycholo-
gists are something of a tribe themselves, and 
choosing to analyze the conflict by examin-
ing biases through this lens does not ensure a 
clear picture – but it does explain a lot. Take 
for instance, the phenomenon of enclave ex-
tremism. Articulated by Professor Cass Sun-
stein in the context of polarization and the in-
ternet, enclave extremism is when individuals 
in like-minded groups will gravitate towards 
a more extreme ideology than the group orig-
inally espoused. Given certain causes such as 
civil rights, this can be a good thing, but it is 
not difficult to see how this natural human 
tendency has played a role in generating the 
extreme positions – like virulent anti-Semi-
tism and Islamophobia – that have emerged 
from insulated ideological groups in the cur-
rent conflict. Extremism like this benefits no 
one – it leads to hateful actions like the ab-
ductions and murders which started the most 
recent conflict in July, and furnishes each side 
with examples of inhumanity with which 
they can demonize the other. 
 Further research tells a similarly 
troubling story. It has long been known in 
politics that when a partisan ideologue is giv-
en equally strong arguments for both sides in 
a debate, he will internalize the information 
which avails him and disregard the rest. This 
unconscious tendency to seek out validation 
instead of truth – known as the confirmation 
bias – prevents you from really listening when 
the other side is speaking. In many cases, if 
something does not conform to your beliefs 
or expectations, it is not even registered. This 
is apparent in the instances in which activ-
ists from both sides come to the table for an 
ostensible discussion. Such debates or inter-
views are often characterized by the two sides 
talking past each other. Eventually the frus-
trations both sides feel from not being heard 
help devolve the meeting into a shouting 
match. Rather than stimulating productive 
discourse, direct confrontation puts the in-
dividuals onto a public stage and turns them 
into visible representatives of their groups, 
thus increasing the pressure and reinforcing 
the biases. 
 Moral dumbfounding, enclave ex-
tremism, confirmation biases, echo cham-
bers. We can’t change that we are irrational, 

biased individuals. It is an inexorable fact of 
our evolution as social beings. It is a fact that 
has led to political and religious division and 
strife for as long as there have been political 
and religious tribes. But that it has bogged 
down the two sides of the Israel-Palestine 
conflict in decades of bitter division is no 
excuse for us to stay there. For just as these 
are tools we have been given to fortify and 
protect the group, to fight and discredit the 
enemy’s, so too do we have tools which can 
be used to reach across the boundaries of the 
group and start to build understanding. And 
none is more useful than our ability to empa-
thize.
 We are naturally inclined to empa-
thize with members of our group – to a cer-
tain extent we are able to see things, and feel 
them, as they do. We are also able to do the 
same with members of opposing groups, but 
we don’t; the group is comforting, and hid-
ing in it is easy. Leaving it means giving up 
dominion over the truth, and moral righ-
teousness, and a simple, unambiguous view 
of the enemy. It also requires making the si-
lent, unrecognized implicit biases which kept 
you there in the first place explicit – that is, 
coming to terms with the idea that what you 
considered compelling rational evidence was 
in fact a steady stream of selective informa-
tion filtered subconsciously by your mind to 
support your predetermined conclusion. 
 In short, it is no easy thing. It might 
even be a quixotic thing. But right now, it is 
the only thing. Because until we can under-
stand, and use empathy to overcome, the nat-
ural cognitive biases entrenching the conflict, 
it will continue. And the story of our intransi-
gence will be written in blood. n

YOUR
AD

HERE!
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BODIES ON THE GEARS OF AN 

ABSENT APPARATUS
The challanges of activsim in the age of social media

by Josh Leifer, May 2014

On December 2, 1964, at the beginning of 
the student movement that would capture 
the spirit of the decade, a young man named 
Mario Savio stood on the steps of Sproul 
Hall at U.C. Berkeley, facing an audience of 
angry and frustrated students. He told them, 
“there’s a time when the operation of the ma-
chine becomes so odious, makes you so sick 
at heart, that you can’t take part— you can’t 
even passively take part.” Mario Savio died in 
1996, at the age of 53, but his passionate rage 
remains preserved in dozens of grainy, black 
and white recordings uploaded to YouTube, 
his energy mummified in the digital static. 
His call to action, “to put your bodies upon 
the gears and upon the wheels, and upon the 
levers, and upon all the apparatus,” lives—in-
finitely repeatable—online.
 Mario Savio’s “bodies upon the 
gears” speech came at the near-zenith of stu-
dent activism in the United States, perhaps 
exceeded only by the mass student mobili-
zations less than four years later. No student 
movement in America will ever match that of 
the 1960s in its cultural and political signifi-
cance. And no student leader will ever match 
Savio’s certainty and fury, his perfect balance 
of explicit indignation and just-under-the-
surface ambition. His speech and the move-
ment in which he participated were products 
of a particular time—for Savio, the machine 
was identifiable, its gears locatable, and the 
apparatus visible. The struggle for civil rights, 
the beginning of the Vietnam War, and the 
Baby Boomers’ entrance into universities co-
incided in an equation for political transfor-
mation.
 Fifty years after Savio’s speech, it is 
difficult to say that the world is more just; 
certainly, it is more complex. Millennials have 
come of age (and are coming of age) at a time 
when both the president of the United States 
and sixty percent of America’s incarcerated 
population are people of color. The United 
States military has been at war for more than 
twelve, uninterrupted years, fighting or occu-

pying countries in the Middle East. Now, in-
stead of napalm, there are drones. Yet despite 
the persistence of militarism, the unfulfilled 
promise of racial equality, and gaping income 
inequality, there have not been student mo-
bilizations on the scale of those of the 60s. 
Occupy Wall Street, though important, was a 
blip compared to the March on Washington 
or the March on the Pentagon.
 The languor that afflicts college 
campuses seems sadly ironic, given that many 
of today’s professors were yesterday’s stu-
dent radicals. The movement that crested in 
the late sixties rapidly migrated, though not 
without resistance, towards academia. Todd 
Gitlin, the former president of SDS,  perhaps 
one of the student movement’s most influen-
tial groups, now teaches at Columbia Univer-
sity. Tom Hayden, one of the main authors 
of the Port Huron statement – the manifesto 
of the New Left student movement – teaches 
at UCLA. Mario Savio taught mathematics, 
physics and philosophy at Sonoma State Uni-
versity. And with the ascension of the Viet-
nam War generation to the ivory tower came 
changes to curricula. Ethnic and gender stud-
ies, post-colonialism, and critical theory were 
assimilated into the university. To paraphrase 
Todd Gitlin, the sixties radicals squandered 
the politics, but won the textbooks.
 The battles over the old canon gave 
rise to a new one. Today, nearly every intro-
ductory literary theory course includes some 
kind of postcolonial scholarship. Even at 
Princeton, freshmen can read Frantz Fanon 
in a writing seminar. But it is unclear if the 
students who sit through these lessons un-
derstand the weight or the seriousness of the 
struggle that it took to get those texts into the 
university, or if they recognize the structures 
of oppression, not micro-aggressions or fig-
urative violence but physical violence that 
postcolonial writers faced.
 A recent New York Times op-ed 
suggests that despite the incorporation of 
postcolonial studies and, more generally, rad-
ical political thought, into academia, political

consciousness on campus has not mean-
ingfully increased. In the op-ed, titled “My 
So-Called Opinions,” the author, an NYU 
student named Zachary Fine, argues that “a 
new orthodoxy of multiculturalist ethics and 
‘political correctness’” has rendered millen-
nials incapable of boldly staking “out our 
own claims without trepidation.” Pluralism, 
Fine asserts, is the problem. “We continue to 
struggle when it comes to decisively avow-
ing our most basic convictions,” he writes, 
because we are immobilized by the demand 
to recognize difference, fearful of offending 
others, and stripped of the skills to assess cul-
ture and fact. According to Fine, the lessons 
taught by professors who were activists in the 
1960s have made millennials hopelessly inac-
tive—instead of raising consciousness, they 
paralyzed it.
 In “My So-Called Opinions,” Fine 
provides an example of an instance that he 
claims reveals the deleterious effects of the 
political correctness and pluralism taught at 
universities: a student says he prefers Shake-
speare to the Haitian-American author Ed-
wige Danticat, and the professor challenges 
the student “to apply a more ‘disinterested’ 
analysis to his reading so as to avoid entan-
gling himself in a misinformed gesture of 
‘postcolonial oppression.’ ” The student, so 
Fine says, never raised his hand in class again.
 A student who tunes out and stops 
participating, who shrugs when a professor 
chides him for not being conscious of colo-
nialism’s legacy, misunderstands the class’s 
message. He should not feel guilty or chas-
tened for preferring the English playwright 
to the Haitian-American novelist. He should 
feel guilty for not showing any awareness of 
the United States’ ignominious history of 
policies towards Haiti that have left the coun-
try devastated and destitute. His professor 
cautions him about “entangling himself in 
a misinformed gesture of ‘postcolonial op-
pression’” because the casual dismissal of a 
Haitian-born author evinces ignorance of a 
terrible history—the American refusal to dip-
lomatically recognize Haiti until sixty years 
after its independence from France, the 1914 
military occupation of Haiti by America that 
lasted for two decades but affected the coun-
try for many more, and the American support 
for the father-son Duvalier dictatorship that 
terrorized and pauperized Haitians for thirty 
years.
 Fine’s description of the encounter 
between the student and the professor reads 
like a vignette from Allan Bloom’s The Clos-
ing of the American Mind, the classic conser-
vative call to arms, rehashed in the language 
of the 2010s. That such a critique from a pro-
fessor would prompt a student to refrain from
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participating in class is suspicious, as is the 
student’s preference for the Bard of the En-
glish Renaissance to a contemporary prose 
writer.
 Nevertheless, if we accept Fine’s 
diagnosis of millennials’ intellectual sick-
ness—that we are indecisive and unengaged 
because we do know what to think—then 
we must conclude either that the majority 
of professors inadequately explain the histo-
ry and consequences of colonial oppression, 
or that the students are not listening well 
enough in comparative literature class. For if 
taught well, a lesson in postcolonial literature 
should, among other things, bring light to the 
fact that the same sinister global forces that 
silenced subaltern voices under colonial rule 
are still at play today. I suspect, though, that 
the cause of millennials’ aversion to tough 
political and ethical choices is neither the 
lack of adequate instruction nor millennials’ 
failure to take their classes seriously.
 The author of “My So-Called Opin-
ions”  also points to Vice, the rapidly grow-
ing youth-oriented news outlet that now has 
a show on HBO, as a site of millennials’ po-
tentially dangerous cultural relativism. But 
Vice is emblematic of a different millennial 
cultural phenomenon. Vice is a carnival show 
of modern horrors where the American stu-
dent can instantly access pictures of Ugan-
dan prostitutes in a town devastated by HIV/
AIDS, accounts of gun-toting drug dealers 
in Brazil’s favelas, and videos from the char-
nel houses that were once neighborhoods in 
Syria. There is no site better for internet class 
tourism than Vice, no better place to gawk at 
the tragedies of the world’s most cruel and 
violent locales. And though Vice’s writers 
sometimes (certainly more than they used to) 
locate the Western viewer or reader in the so-
cial totality that the particular atrocity of the 
day belongs to, Vice’s tendency is more sen-
sationalistic than didactic. The Westerner is 
first and foremost a spectator, detached from 
the spectacle that he or she witnesses remote-
ly. In a story about HIV/AIDS in Uganda, 
there is no mention of U.S. backing and aid 
to the autocratic president Yoweri Museveni, 
who has held power since 1986, nor of the di-
sastrous policies he implemented. Likewise, 
in a voyeuristic profile of social-media-using 
drug dealers in Brazil, there is little attention 
paid to the U.S. demand for drugs that re-
sults in violence and the deaths of the glob-
al south’s inhabitants. The world’s poorest or 
most oppressed people become objects—ex-
oticized, eroticized, and dehumanized in the 
eyes of Vice’s readers. Knowledge of the for-
mer’s plight sadly becomes a kind of social 
capital for the latter, who trade in stories of 
third world horrors.

 Millennials have unprecedented ac-
cess to countless images and stories of barba-
rism that are posted, tweeted, and streamed 
around the web. To accept the premise that 
the cause for millennial inaction and disen-
gagement is indecision, as Fine claims, is to 
concede that an entire generation is either 
callous or ignorant. Either they have man-
aged to insulate themselves from the horrors 
visible everyday all across the internet, or 
they see the horrors and simply ignore them. 
But I am also unwilling to accept such an ex-
planation for the generation’s  apparent lack 
of political engagement.
 In the video of Mario Savio on the 
steps of Sproul Hall, he seems to stare into 
the face of the apparatus that he exhorted his 
peers to disrupt. His urgency and determina-
tion suggest a tangibility and proximity to the 
mechanisms of oppression that now feel out 
of reach. The technologies that once prom-
ised to bring the average person closer to the 
decision-making nexus of power have instead 
created an even greater distance between the 
government and the governed. Information 
about atrocities committed thousands of 
miles away has never been more readily avail-
able, and, at the same time, the tools to stop 
those atrocities have never been more un-
available—all we can do is watch. We become 
spectators to the brutal spectacle in which we 
play a role.
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 Social media’s political potential 
has proven terribly dissapointing when com-
pared to what was promised by the trium-
phalism of tech-enthusiasts and think-tank 
idea-salesmen. A tweet can bring a mob to 
the gates of the capital, but Twitter cannot 
steer a social movement any more than a USB 
cable can—direction demands tangible polit-
ical organization, motivation, and solidarity. 
Most reasonable millennials, I think, recog-

nize this. But even those who do not remain 
frustrated by their inability to act. Disengage-
ment is not the sign of indifference or indeci-
sion— but the symptom of impotence when 
set against billionaire businessmen and mul-
tinational corporations that almost always get 
their way. Even at Princeton, where proxim-
ity to the levers of power is closer than most 
other places, news of the next global outrage 
is greeted with a shrug. Angst-ridden, snarky 
tweets echo out into the already-sonorous so-
cial media void, filled with the clamor of ev-
eryone else’s causes of the day. Even buried in 
the hopeful posts on Facebook is the kernel of 
exasperation that comes with the demand to 
be realistic.
 Millennials seem disengaged and 
passive not because we do not know what 
to think, but because we cannot do what we 
think should be done. Our ability to witness 
incredible violence occurring on the other 
side of the world corresponds to our inability 
to do anything about it. For Mario Savio and 
the student activists of the 1960s, the means 
and end were clear—end the war and segre-
gation, by any means necessary. And while 
some fault them for libertine excess, at least 
they successfully mobilized themselves.
 The activists of the 1960s had some-
thing very tangible to lose, something far 
greater than the fights over recognition and 
terminology that seem to pervade today’s ac-
tivist communities. Unlike millennials, every 
young man faced the terrifying prospect of 
having to fight in an unjust war. Brave and 
tireless civil rights activists fought the Jim 
Crow laws that governed everyday life in the 
southern states. Viewed with historical hind-
sight, it seems that then, it was easier to see 
what needed fixing and what needed to be 
done. Today, it is more difficult. The gears of 
the machine are protected by surveillance de-
vices, the wheels defended by drones, and all 
of the apparatus hidden behind a firewall.
 Millennials have not grown indif-
ferent to human catastrophes because they 
learned to recognize difference and accept 
what is foreign to them. Millennials’ alleged 
narcissism does not come from their unwill-
ingness to hold strong opinions. Pluralism 
is not the problem. The problem is the scale 
of global injustice and its intractability. The 
gears of the apparatus have grown so big that 
even if we found them and tried to put our 
bodies upon them, it is unlikely that we could 
make them stop. n



20 The Princeton Progressive • September 2014

IMAGE CREDITS
p. 2, Nada AlYafaei from the Noun Project
p. 3, Yamini Chandra from the Noun Project
p. 4, http://whatatimeline.com/obama-hope-facebook-cover/
p. 6, http://www.museandcompass.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/us-healthcare.jpg
p. 7, Princeton University SPEAR
p. 9, http://www.lookhuman.com/render/product/6260/6260850827009202/tr401atg-w800h800z1-24817-notorious-r-b-g-type.jpg
p. 10, http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-E_y-z0D_AQ0/UKwrKAJreYI/AAAAAAAAADI/MS8nEdVb7tA/s400/refusetobeenemies.jpg
p. 13, http://thejointblog.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/stop.jpg
p. 14, http://blog.brickhousesecurity.com/less-lethal-weapon-infographic/
p. 15, http://media.melty.fr/les-photos-risquent-encore-de-raviver-la-image-372982-article-ajust_930.jpg
p. 18, http://media.npr.org/assets/img/2013/07/19/ap641209046_wide-0b199c1529c80aa0edc35b5287be36e87f74016f.jpg?s=6
Cover: http://princetonprotest.files.wordpress.com/2013/01/even-p.png
Back: “Internet” by Cindy Hu from the Noun Project and “Twitter” by factor[e] design initiative from the Noun Project

WE ARE ALSO ONLINE:  

www.princetonprogressive.com

www.facebook.com/PrincetonProgressive

@PtonProgressive

JOIN US. 


