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Generation Z, with a fuzzy start 
in the mid-to-late 1990s, makes 
up 25% of the US population 
and is on the cusp of adult-
hood. Soon, Generation Z will 
fully enter the workforce and 
stir the existing societal dynam-
ics. Let’s fast-forward through 
the usual complaints: millisec-
ond-long attention spans, tech-
nological addiction, etc. We 
think Vines are funny and we 
use ‘lol’ conversationally and 
we all ran around outside look-
ing for invisible Pokemon. With 
all of that out of our systems, 
here’s the real question: What 
will the political landscape look 
like with us in it?

Interestingly, there are conflict-
ing forecasts about Generation 
Z’s political leanings. Some 
say that Generation Z will be 

even more liberal than Millen-
ials. They point to figures such 
as Emma Gonzalés and David 
Hogg from the #NeverAgain 
movement and predict a sim-
ilar pattern of advocacy and 
protest throughout our gen-
eration. Others prophesize a 
return to the conservatism of 
older generations. We grew 
up in the context of the 2008 
recession and many of us face 
mountains of student debt. A 
turn towards fiscal conserva-
tism would make sense.

On social issues, Generation 
Z is shaping up to be liberal. 
According to a study done by 
PRRI, 76% of post-millennials 
oppose the U.S.-Mexico Bor-
der Wall, and 63% oppose the 
‘Travel ban’ on Muslims. Few 
studies have focused specifi-
cally on the political leanings 
of Generation Z, but some 
have recorded post-millennials’ 
opinions on societal dynamics: 
the vast majority note signif-

icant discrimination against 
black people (72%) and trans-
gender people (79%) while 
many also report that the me-
dia promotes negative stereo-
types about Muslims (74%), 
black people (66%), and his-
panic people (59%).  

With that said, Generation Z 
is a diverse group. According 
to census data, only 51.5% of 
its members are white. Across 
lines of race and gender, politi-
cal leanings shift. For instance, 
a significantly smaller portion 
of white men hold positive 
views of the Democratic Party 
(40%) than black young people 
(84%). 

There are strong signs that 
Generation Z will be liberal. 
Will this lead to action on divi-
sive topics such as gun control 
and immigration? Only time 
will tell. 

Evvy O’Neil
Editor’s Note

If you’ve ever seen a rhino, 
whether that be in a zoo or in 
the wild, you know that they 
are nothing to f* with. They 
are massive, strong, seeming-
ly indestructible animals that 
used to  populate large parts 
of Asia and Africa. However, 
their existence is precarious 
and many species of rhino are 
on the verge of extinction. On 
March 19th, just over a thrm 
ago, the northern white rhino 
was brought to effective ex-

tinction when Sudan, the last 
male northern white rhino, 
died at age of 45 from a se-
ries of infections. According to 
The Guardian, the “gentle gi-
ant” was living in the Ol Peje-
ta conservancy in Kenya when 
caretakers decided to put him 
down. This leaves only two fe-
males, Najin and Fatu, as the 
only northern white rhinos left 
on the planet. 
 The northern white rhi-
no has been endangered for 
years now, with no rhinos left 
in the wild and eight captive 
rhinos left in 2008. Northern 
white rhinos are the third larg-
est animal in Africa, behind the 

elephant and hippo, and their 
horn makes them a popular tar-
get for poachers. Because of 
consistent poaching, the pop-
ulation has rapidly decreased 
over the years. Poaching is the 
primary reason we find north-
ern white rhinos in the state 
they are in today with just two 
females left with no means of 
reproducing.
Despite the extinction of the 
male population, there are 
still efforts to save the north-
ern white rhino. By taking ge-
netic material from Sudan and 
one of the remaining females, 
scientists plan to create a calf 
through in vitro fertilization. 

Julia Kenney
RhiNo More
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This approach models past 
methods for reviving extinct 
or near-extinct species, meth-
ods that make use of selective 
breeding. According to News-
week, there was a species of 
Galapagos tortoise that was 
extinct until scientists selec-
tively bred close relatives so 
that their genes eventually re-
flected those of the target tor-
toise population. Scientists are 
hopeful that this same method 
can be used on the northern 
white rhino to eventually revive 
the population. 

All of this begs the question, 
why do we have to resort to 
such drastic measures to sus-
tain endangered animal popu-
lations? We shouldn’t have to 
selectively breed or revive a 
species in a petri dish. Rhinos 
are going extinct because hu-
mans hold their material needs 
to be more important than the 
lives of these beautiful animals. 
Scrambling to resurrect a dead 
species is a last resort that 
should never be reached.

It is not just the northern white 
rhinos that are in trouble. 
There are five species of rhinos 
left on earth and all of them 
are endangered. According to 
The Guardian, half a million rhi-
nos spanned Africa and Asia 
in 1900. In just seventy years, 
that number dropped to just 
70,000 due to poaching and 
habitat loss. The problem has 
persisted into the twenty-first 
century -- just last year poach-
ers broke into a French zoo, 
shot a four-year-old southern 
white rhino in the head, and re-

moved its horn. According to a 
conservation site called “Save 
the Rhino,” rhino horn is val-
ued at $100,000 per kilogram 
which provides a large incen-
tive to poachers no matter the 
environmental repercussions 
of their actions. Though many 
rhino horns are sold as deco-
rative trophies, there is a large 
market for rhino horn to use in 
various forms of medicine. Rhi-
no horn has been used in tra-
ditional Chinese medicine for 
thousands of years and more 
recently Japan, South Korea, 
and Taiwan have also start-
ed using the precious good 
in their medicinal practices. 
The market for rhino horn has 
had drastic repercussions on 
all rhino populations. Accord-
ing to “Save the Rhino,” more 
than 1,028 rhinos were killed 
in 2017 in South Africa, which 
houses the largest population 
of rhinos in the world. That is 
almost three rhinos every day.
 
There have been various pro-
posals to reverse the down-
ward spiral of the world’s rhino 
populations, but all seem dras-
tic and incomplete. According 
to Fauna and Flora Interna-
tional, people have attempted 
to safely dehorn rhinos, thus 
removing the target on their 
back. However, there is an ar-
gument that poachers are still 
motivated to kill rhinos just for 
the horn stump and some will 
still target rhinos without know-
ing that their horns have been 
removed. Another solution is 
to legalize the trade of the rhi-
no horn, which would in theory 
decrease the demand and drive 

down the price for rhino horn 
products. This would then de-
crease the incentive to poach 
rhino horns. Many believe that 
this would do the exact oppo-
site and actually increase the 
demand for rhino horn prod-
ucts which would mean trouble 
for existing rhino populations. 
The only solution that I have 
come across that makes any 
sense is education. There is 
already a law against poach-
ing and trading of rhino horns; 
what we need is to educate 
consumers as to why that law 
exists. People need to know 
how devastating it is that not 
too far in the future, people 
may only be able to read about 
species of rhinos in history 
books. We must be educated 
on the environmental conse-
quences of our actions. And 
there is no one way to go about 
this. In addition to education, 
the economies of the countries 
housing the rhinos need to dis-
suade people from resorting 
to poaching as a means of in-
come. If there was a legal, and 
equally lucrative alternative, 
there would be less of a pop-
ulation of poachers willing to 
put themselves in harm’s way.
In sum, there are extensive 
measures that need to be tak-
en so that all species of rhinos 
don’t end up like the northern 
white rhino. Sudan was able to 
live his full life cycle and died 
naturally of old age. Let’s give 
the remaining rhino population 
that same fighting chance.
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When American journalist Jef-
frey Goldberg sat down with 
Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
mad bin Salman at Riyadh in 
April, he was probably ex-
pecting only vague answers 
to pressing political questions. 
What he received from the 
young prince, however, was a 
unique willingness to share his 
views on a number of divisive 
issues, including domestic civ-
il rights, religion, and interna-
tional relations. Salman assert-
ed that Saudi Arabia is “a mix 
of Muslim schools and sects,” 
contrasting with the hard-
line Salafist approach that has 
characterized the regime since 
1979. Salman also denounced 
the concept of violent jihad 
as obsolete and incompati-
ble with “the idea of different 
nations having laws that rep-
resent their needs”; and, he 
tentatively legitimized Israel, 
stating that both Israelis and 
Palestinians have rights to their 
land. These words of progress, 
however, were overshadowed 
by Salman’s prodding at an 
unpleasant wound in Saudi for-
eign politics, and perhaps the 
32-year-old leader’s greatest 
fear.

“I believe that the Iranian su-
preme leader makes Hitler 

look good,” said the Crown 
Prince. Far from a mere nation-
al security issue, the problem 
of Iranian political, cultural and 
economic supremacy over the 
Middle East shakes the institu-
tions of Saudi Arabia to their 
core. Salman sees the survival 
of his state as dependent on 
the containment of Iran’s influ-
ence. This attitude explains his 
decision to spearhead the Gulf 
Cooperation Council’s inter-
vention in Yemen, where Iran-
backed militias are engaged in 
a civil war against the central 
government in Sana’a. It ex-
plains his attempt to destabi-
lize Lebanon’s Hezbollah, which 
is funded directly by Tehran. 
And it explains Saudi Arabia’s 
leadership among GCC states 
in forcing a blockade against 
Qatar for its unwillingness to 
cut diplomatic ties with Iran. 
 
Origin and Ethos of the Con-
flict

sModern-day Iran came into 
being in 1979, when its secular 
monarchy was replaced with a 
theocracy in an Islamic Revo-
lution that shocked the world. 
The state religion is Twelver, 
or Imamiyya, Shi’a Islam, and 
practically all legislative au-
thority is vested in a small 

Guardian Council of clerics 
who are meant to “safeguard” 
the religious virtue of the Mus-
lim community until the return 
of the Mahdi, or universal re-
deemer of the faithful. This 
philosophy is known in Persian 
as Velāyat-e Faqih,or “Guard-
ianship of the Jurisprudent.” 
Spiritual and secular authori-
ty are completely fused, with 
both the Shi’a religious title of 
Grand Ayatollah and the mod-
ern secular title of Supreme 
Leader vested in the same 
figure. The Guardian Council 
theoretically has the power to 
remove the Supreme Leader, 
yet the Guardian Council mem-
bers themselves are appointed 
by none other than the sitting 
Supreme Leader. Though Irani-
an citizens vote in presidential 
and parliamentary elections, it 
is the Guardian Council and the 
Supreme Leader who authorize 
and legitimize candidates, and 
their decisions generally over-
ride those of the presidency. 
The Supreme Leader even pos-
sesses the ability to depose a 
president he deems unfavor-
able, or to disqualify him from 
running in future elections. 
This power was flexed as re-
cently as 2017, when Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei permanently dis-
missed former president Mah-

Reed Ebbinghaus

The Middle Eastern Cold War:
The Influence of Political History on Saudi-Iranian Relations
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moud Ahmadinejad from the 
political scene.

Saudi Arabia’s institutional 
makeup and political history 
differs markedly from Iran’s, 
and demonstrates the incom-
patibility of these two powers 
on a global stage. While the 
Iranian Revolution ushered in 
a radically new type of gov-
ernment, one that fused polit-
ical Islam with Western styles 
of secular dictatorship, Sau-
di Arabia’s development was 
markedly more traditional. 
Unlike the Islamic Republic, 
which is an intrinsically ideo-
logical state, Saudi Arabia is a 
sultanistic regime. Under such 
a system, the authority of the 
state is based on the existence 
of its ruling family. Sultanistic 
governments have character-
ized Arab politics for centuries, 
as prominent families have 
continuously managed to take 
control of regions and estab-
lish kingdoms and sultanates. 
The family-based nature of 
Saudi Arabia is embedded in 
its name: the royal Saud fam-
ily enjoys a first-class position 
in the bureaucracy, and all its 
monarchs come from the Saudi 
line. This is unsurprising, as the 
Saudi state first came into be-
ing when Ibn Saud took Riyadh 
in 1902, eventually conquering 
most of the Arabian Peninsula.

The emergence of tensions be-
tween Iran and Saudi Arabia can 
be traced directly back to 1979, 
the year of the Islamic Revolu-

tion. At the time, urban Sau-
di society was quite different 
from its current Shari’a-domi-
nated social order—women’s 
liberties were not strictly limit-
ed, and many people engaged 
with Western styles of fash-
ion and entertainment, much 
like in pre-revolutionary Iran. 
However, everything changed 

in November of 1979, when 
armed Salafist (extremist Sunni) 
militants occupied the Grand 
Mosque of Mecca—the site of 
Muslim pilgrimage, or Hajj,and 
arguably the most sacred site 
in the world of Islam. They 
called for the overthrow of the 
Saudi monarchy, which they 
claimed had become corrupt-
ed by Western influence, and 
in its place the imposition of an 
Islamic state centered around 
the recognition that the Mah-
di had finally arrived to redeem 
the Muslim world. The strik-
ing similarities with the ethic 
of Iran’s revolution cannot be 
overlooked; the new ideology 
behind the Islamic Revolution, 

whether Sunni or Shi’a in na-
ture, was attractive to many 
religious people in the Arab 
world, who began to articulate 
notions of Islamic statehood 
contra the “Western puppet” 
monarchies and petro-states of 
the Gulf. 

Needless to say, the Salafist 
demonstration struck fear into 
the Saudi establishment. The 
militants’ decision to take over 
the Grand Mosque itself was 
no accident; it sent a message 
that the Saudis were not wor-
thy of authority over the holi-
est place in the world. This was 
a targeted attack on the royal 
family—the crux of the state 
itself—and, given the jarringly 
successful precedent of the 
Iranian Revolution, not merely 
a warning. The threat to the 
Saudi state’s stability was im-
minent, and the tensions of 
1979 scarred the Saudis in a 
way that permanently changed 
their ruling approach. In order 
to balance commercial inter-
dependence with oil-import-
ing countries like the United 
States—oil exports and rents 
have always been the main 
source of Saudi revenue and 
not something that could be 
cut off in order to appease the 
Salafists—the Saudi monarchy 
quickly began implementing 
legislation designed to conser-
vatize society, with harsh limita-
tions on individual freedoms as 
mandated by Shari’a. Outside 
of the economic sphere, the 
Saudis were willing to do any-

Saudi Arabia’s 
institutional 
makeup and 
political history 
demonstrates the 
incompatibility of 
these two powers 
on a global stage.
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thing to present themselves as 
guardians of the faithful, for 
their regime’s survival depend-
ed on it. 
Two Incompatible States?

By the 1980s, Iran and Saudi 
Arabia had more or less calci-
fied into the states we recog-
nize today—one with a revolu-
tionary ethos of traditionalism 
and the “reclaiming” of society 
from secular forces, and the oth-
er without an explicit ideology 
yet injected with religious fun-
damentalism, initially as a form 
of damage control. It should 
thus be clear that the common 
explanation of Saudi-Iranian ri-
valry, namely that it represents 
a tribal or ideological war be-
tween Sunnis and Shi’as, is 
overly simplistic. While the Sau-
di royals are religious people, 
the country’s turn to Salafism 
was primarily a reaction not to 
the rise of a Shi’a mega-state in 
the form of Iran, but to grow-
ing anti-Western sentiment 
that had been brought into the 
open through the Islamic Rev-
olution. In a sense, the Iranian 
Revolution had opened up a 
“pandora’s box” of ideas re-
lated to Islamic statehood and 
anti-Western sentiment, which 
Sunnis as much as Shi’as could 
use to their own ends. As such, 
the revolution mobilized funda-
mentalist Muslims throughout 
the Middle East irrespective 
of Sunni-Shi’a lines—though 
they segregated themselves 
into separate camps, of course, 
creating the patchwork of hard-

line Sunni and Shi’a coalitions, 
armed groups, and political par-
ties we see today in the region.

Given the Iranian regime’s gov-
erning ethos and internal struc-
ture, it is easy to see why Irani-
an intervention is so prevalent 
in the region. It is very easy for 
Iran to justify aiding—whether 
monetarily or militarily—cer-
tain foreign groups that ad-
vance its interests. Under the 
doctrine of Velāyat-e Faqih, 
the revolutionary state has a 
duty to spread the “righteous 
rule” of the jurisprudent clerics 
outside Iran. In fact, the Quds 
Force, an entire branch of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps, or Pasdarān, is devoted 
to ground deployment outside 
of Iran’s borders. The Quds 
Forces have aided and trained 
Shi’a militant groups in Iraq 
and Yemen, and have defend-
ed the Assad government in 
Syria against rebel groups and 
IS. As such, understanding the 
ideological basis for the Ira-
nian state allows us to better 
understand Iran’s seeming lack 
of nuance when it comes to in-
tervention in the Middle East. 
Whether Iran’s foreign policy 
is driven mainly by a genuine 
belief in its founding ethos or 
mainly by structural interests, 
for which it uses ideology as a 
justifier, I do not attempt to ar-
gue. Both factors surely play a 
large role, with different actors 
within the state likely holding 
different opinions on the mat-
ter.

Saudi Arabia is rightfully wary 
of Iran’s heavy-footed treading 
through its neighbors’ back-
yards. Recently, the Yemeni 
Civil War has become prime ev-
idence of the “cold war” going 
on between the two powers, 
with Saudi Arabian and Emira-
ti forces leading pro-establish-
ment operations (supporting 
the Sunni-majority government 
centered in Aden) and Iran qui-
etly funding the Houthis (Shi’a 
forces centered in Sana’a). 
The Saudis, given they can ap-
pease hardliners within their 
own camp through religious 
policies, have the opportunity 
to use Iran’s ideology to their 
advantage, deceivingly making 
any Saudi intervention in the 
Middle East seem an appropri-
ate containment of inevitable 
Iranian influence. This mentality 
has also given the Saudis some 
previously unthinkable bed-
fellows, notably the Shi’a Iraqi 
government whose loyalty it is 
trying to seduce through eco-
nomic incentives, and Israel, 
Iran’s self-proclaimed greatest 
enemy of whom Prince Saud 
has made surprisingly tolerant 
remarks. With Prince Salman 
treating Iran as Hitler, and Ali 
Khamenei viewing interven-
tion as spiritually legitimate, it 
seems unimaginable that the 
Middle Eastern Cold War will 
end anytime soon.
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The Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI, formerly known as One 
Belt One Road) is an unprece-
dentedly significant collection 
of proposed infrastructure and 
investment projects across 
Eurasia and beyond, and is the 
keystone of Xi Jinping’s foreign 
policy. The overarching stated 
goal is to open new markets 
to Chinese products and fos-
ter economic development by 
connecting the PRC to coun-
tries across Asia and Europe 
through road and rail networks, 
and to facilitate maritime trade 
through developing port infra-
structure.
 
Most estimates of BRI projects 
place total costs in the USD tril-
lions and over 60 countries have 
already signed on as poten-
tial regional and non-regional 
collaborators, with additional 
countries as prospective mem-
bers. The BRI, now enshrined 
in the constitution of the PRC, 
is the hallmark of President 
Xi’s foreign policy and has the 
potential to reshape the Asian 
economy with the Middle King-
dom at the center.
 
Projects under the BRI umbrel-
la are financed through mul-
tiple channels. Some projects 
are funded directly by the PRC 
government in conjunction 

with host nations. Other proj-
ects are principally run by the 
recently created Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank, in 
which the PRC controls a plu-
rality of votes.
 
The economic and geopolit-
ical motivations for the BRI 
are clear. Moving away from 
decades spent playing a more 
passive role in internation-
al affairs, the PRC is seeking 
to expand its global influence 
through economic ties. On the 
surface, the government of Xi 
Jinping claims the goal is to 
simply promote collaborative 
economic development. Yet sa-
lient features of the various BRI 
projects, such as requirements 
that projects use Chinese labor, 
or contract with Chinese state-
owned enterprises, or use Chi-
nese steel, undermine this no-
tion of altruistic development.
 
As details of many of the pro-
posed projects have yet to be 
revealed, there is a significant 
degree of uncertainty regard-
ing the timeline and final com-
position of the BRI. However, 
from what we have seen thus 
far, many of these projects ulti-
mately are owned or leased by 
entities connected to the PRC. 
Considering this ownership, 
alongside the fact that many 

of the proposed BRI projects 
have the potential to be used 
for military purposes, the po-
tential security risks of the pro-
gram becomes apparent. In 
times of geopolitical tension, 
the militarization of projects 
such as land-based transit net-
works across Southeast Asia or 
the port infrastructures are an 
unfortunate possibility.
 
The issues surrounding Sri Lan-
ka’s Hambantota Port offer a 
cautionary tale regarding such 
projects. The unprofitable and 
highly expensive port infra-
structure development project 
ultimately saddled the govern-
ment of Sri Lanka with signifi-
cant debt. This led to the PRC 
taking full control of the port 
strategically stationed near 
crucial Indian Ocean sea lanes 
in exchange for debt relief. As 
the Indian government and 
other parties worry, this port 
has the potential to essentially 
become a People’s Liberation 
Army-Navy outpost on their 
doorstep.
 
These projects additionally car-
ry a strong likelihood of grant-
ing the PRC a heightened abil-
ity to coerce nations along the 
BRI path via economic means. 
More economic reliance on the 
PRC on the part of lower-in-
come countries seeking Chi-
nese exports could lead to a 
greater degree of Chinese he-
gemony in the region. Despite 
some uncertainty regarding 

Grant Ackerman

Geostrategic Threat of the 
Belt and Road Initiative
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Forty-five people have been 
killed in Nicaragua since politi-
cal protests broke out on April 
19th. This recent loss of life sur-
passes that of any conflict the 
country has experienced since 
the 1990 Nicaraguan Revolu-
tion. The protests erupted in 
response to recent changes 
to social security policy, but 
objections to Daniel Ortega’s 
presidency have long been 
mounting. Many protesters are 
arguing that the government 
has excessively consolidated its 
power. The university students 
who began the demonstra-
tions faced opposition from a 
pro-government organization 
and riot police wielding sophis-
ticated weapons. The protest-
ers had only rudimentary de-
fenses. Since the conflict, the 
Nicaraguan government has 
contested the validity of the 
news, suggesting that the resis-
tance has inflated the death toll 
and exaggerated the govern-
ment’s culpability. The protest-
ers and their families have, in 

turn, challenged the suspicious 
conditions surrounding many of 
the protesters’ deaths.

Considering that one of my best 
friends was living and working 
in León, Nicaragua at the time, 
one would think that a blurb on 
Facebook, a newspaper head-
line, or a daily email news up-
date would have alerted me to 
this recent outbreak of violent 
protests. However, before my 
friend texted me about the sit-
uation, I had no idea about the 
escalating political conflict. Af-
ter my friend informed me of 
the current conditions in her 
town, I immediately hopped 
on Google to investigate fur-
ther. My initial Google search 
was fruitless; I had to narrow 
my search substantially to un-
earth any information about 
the actual protests. My initial 
search yielded surprisingly lit-
tle, especially considering the 
severity of the crisis conveyed 
in the first headline that I even-
tually came across: “Nicaragua 
Roiled by Protests Over Social 
Security Benefits.” My friend 
told me that the best sources 
she had found were Facebook 
videos, some of which had orig-
inally been Live Videos. She 

was shocked that I had been 
unaware of what was going on 
in Nicaragua, and frustrated 
about how little coverage inter-
national news outlets devoted 
to such a grave issue. 

Since the beginning of the 
protests, my friend has safely 
left Nicaragua for Guatemala. 
While her family and I are cer-
tainly grateful that she safely 
left the region, my friend felt 
more conflicted. She felt odd 
that she and her international 
coworkers could just leave the 
country and, further, that as a 
white person she didn’t have to 
fear for her safety. Not only is 
her ability to leave the country 
safely a privilege that her Nica-
raguan hosts and coworkers do 
not have, but so is our ability to 
pay attention to this news story 
only when it is convenient for us 
to do so. I will readily admit that 
after my friend left Nicaragua, I 
stopped reading articles on the 
subject and only learned up-
dates on the conflict when I be-
gan research for this article. In 
our filtered bubble, we should 
remain continually aware of this 
privilege.

Ada Meyer

Protests in
Nicaragua

the final shape of the BRI, in 
any form the network of proj-
ects will significantly increase 
Beijing’s influence on the glob-
al stage. Ideally, the PRC and 
partner countries will willingly 

engage in mutually beneficial 
projects that will further eco-
nomic development. Yet the 
underlying strategic threats 
and possibilities cannot be ig-
nored. Only time will tell if the 

BRI truly seeks win-win cooper-
ation as Chairman Xi states or 
neocolonial regional hegemo-
ny as some defense analysts 
warn.



 08Page
PolitiCarl

On March 1st, 2018, President 
Trump announced his intention 
to impose a 25% tariff on steel 
imports and a 10% tariff on alu-
minum imports. The announce-
ment quickly triggered criticisms 
from the international communi-
ty. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
of Canada, the largest steel 
exporter to the United States, 
commented that Trump’s move 
“makes no sense.” The Europe-
an Union explicitly threatened 
to retaliate with tariffs on U.S. 
exports. The World Trade Orga-
nization Director General Rober-
to Azevedo expressed concern 
at President Trump’s plan. The 
steel and aluminum tariffs seem 
to have put the United States in 
opposition with the international 
rule of free trade.

The actual tariffs are less severe 
than Trump’s initial plan. On 
March 8th, Trump officially au-
thorized the tariffs under Section 
232 of Trade Expansion Act of 
1962 with exemptions for Can-
ada and Mexico and proposed 
a process through which other 
countries may seek exemptions. 
Most U.S. allies including the EU, 
South Korea, Australia were ex-
empted from the new tariffs un-
til the end of March. The alleged 
goal of President Trump’s plan 
is to protect national econom-
ic security, so it seems strange 

that the top four steel export-
ers to the U.S. (Canada, Brazil, 
South Korea, and Mexico) are 
exempted before the act comes 
into effect. If steel and aluminum 
dependence hurts U.S. econom-
ic security, the largest exporters 
must be the first targets rather 
than exempt from the new tar-
iffs. The real target clearly is Chi-
na, the biggest overall exporter 
to the United States, although 
its share of steel exports to the 
U.S. is only at 1.1%. 

Since March, trade conflicts be-
tween the United States and 
China have escalated in the di-
rection of a trade war. On March 
22, the United States concluded 
the Section 301 Investigation ac-
cusing China of intellectual prop-
erty theft and directed the Trade 
Representative to enact a tariff 
on $50 billion of Chinese im-
ports. On March 23, China’s Min-
istry of Commerce announced 
import quotas on U.S. steel and 
aluminum and a $3 billion tariff 
on 128 U.S. products, official-
ly in response to U.S. steel and 
aluminum tariffs. On April 4th, 
the State Council, China’s cabi-
net, announced additional $50 
billion tariffs on 106 U.S. goods 
as the retaliation to the Section 
301 Investigation. The next day, 
President Trump threatened ad-
ditional $100 billion tariffs on 

Chinese goods. 

The timing of this round of 
U.S.-China trade frictions is inter-
esting considering the upcoming 
midterm election in the United 
States. American trade deficits 
have worsened rapidly in the 
past few decades and China has 
long been the largest exporter 
to the United States. Such high 
tit-for-tat tariffs are unprece-
dented, though. During his cam-
paign, Donald Trump capitalized 
on the economic hardship in 
the Rust Belt by scapegoating 
foreign countries. Trump said 
he favored a 45% tariff on Chi-
nese exports and would bring 
jobs back to America. Since his 
inauguration, President Trump 
has softened his stance toward 
China. In April 2017, President 
Trump met Chinese President 
Xi Jinping in Mar-a-Lago and 
developed an “outstanding” re-
lationship with his Chinese coun-
terpart. During Trump’s state 
visit to China in November 2017, 
the two presidents praised each 
other and signed bilateral trade 
deals worth $250 billion. Trump 
emphasized “I don’t blame Chi-
na” during a speech addressed 
to Chinese government and 
business leaders during the visit. 
Trump’s softness on China might 
be beneficial to cooperation on 
issues such as North Korea, but 
it definitely disappoints his Rust 
Belt supporters. Now, with mid-
term elections close, that loyalty 
has become important again.  

Trump’s tariffs strategically tar-

Jianxiong Zhang

A U.S.-China Trade War Or 
Just Another Bargaining Chip?
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geted Chinese goods. Aside 
from the focus on steel and alu-
minum, Washington’s tariffs on 
Beijing aimed for information 
technology, robotics, pharma-
ceuticals, and aircraft equipment. 
These goods are essential com-
ponents of China’s long-term 
strategy, ‘Made in China 2025’, 
which aspires to transition China 
from an original equipment man-
ufacturer (OEM) to a high-tech 
producer. The strategy includes 
substantial state subsidies, tax 
reliefs, relaxation of regulations 
on the technology sector, and 
non-tariff barriers towards for-
eign companies As the global 
technology leader, the United 
States is threatened much more 
by China’s rising high-tech pres-
ence than by OEM China. 

Tensions between U.S. and Chi-
na on the high-tech sector have 
become increasingly visible even 
outside of trade frictions. The 
Chinese government has started 
a ‘Go Out’ policy that  encourag-
es companies to invest abroad 
in order to acquire global assets 
and advanced technologies. The 
policy has achieved considerable 
success in Europe. For example, 
the Chinese automobile compa-
ny Geely bought both Volvo and 
Daimler: the parent company of 
Mercedes-Benz. However, the 
strategic clashes between the 
U.S. and China makes expansion 
into American markets more 
difficult. The Federal Commu-
nication Commission has been 
vigilant towards Chinese com-
panies’ financial transactions 

with U.S. companies. Pressured 
by the federal government, Ver-
izon terminated its sale of Chi-
na’s Huawei phones, the second 
largest smartphone brand after 
Samsung. Alibaba’s affiliate Ant 
Financial’s merger with Mon-
eyGram was blocked, and the 
Chinese telecom company ZTE 
recieved a 7-year ban from the 
American market.These defen-
sive actions underscore the U.S.’ 
fear of a technologically power-
ful China. 

Although we now see a retal-
iatory spiral of increasing trade 
tariffs, leaders of both countries 
seem to be backing away from 
this pattern. President Trump 
tweeted on April 8th “President 
Xi and I will always be friends, 
no matter what happens with 
our dispute on trade. China will 
take down its Trade Barriers 
because it is the right thing to 
do. Taxes will become Recip-
rocal & a deal will be made on 
Intellectual Property. Great fu-
ture for both countries!” Two 
days later, at the Boao Summit, 
President Xi announced that 
China would gradually abandon 
foreign shareholder limitations, 
reduce overall tariffs especially 
automobile tariffs, actively in-
crease imports, and restructure 
the State Intellectual Property 
Office. Although not directly 
talking to President Trump, Pres-
ident Xi seems to have made a 
concession. More than a sim-
ple concession, President Xi’s 
speech sounded more like an 
observation of China’s econom-

ic transition. China is decreasing 
its dependence on exports and 
increasing its imports. Accord-
ing to reports by China’s Gen-
eral Administration of Customs, 
the country experienced a trade 
deficit in March of 2018, some-
thing China has had on one oth-
er occasion since 1994.

Is this round of trade frictions a 
start of a trade war? Or is it just 
another bargaining chip on the 
negotiation table? Generally, 
major economic players need 
not wage long-term trade wars 
since they possess enough pow-
er to impose significant harms 
on each other without doing so. 
Midwestern farmers and Boe-
ing could hold American politi-
cians accountable if a trade war 
would significantly harm their 
interests. While technically the 
Chinese government and its 
leading Communist Party do not 
have electoral accountability, it 
is definitely not in their interests 
to see large-scale discontents 
from unemployed manufacturer 
workers in the most populous 
country. The United States’ vig-
ilance toward China’s high-tech 
development and China’s ambi-
tion to transition to a more high-
ly-valued global position sug-
gest consistent tension in the 
foreseeable future, but a trade 
war seems unlikely. Tariffs might 
work as an effective tool on the 
negotiation table, but conse-
quences from a real trade war 
are too costly for either side to 
bear.
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On April 2nd, Abiy Ahmed be-
came the new Prime Minister of 
the Ethiopian Government.  So 
far, this development has been 
celebrated as a win for Ethio-
pian human rights, and it most 
likely will be.  Ahmed has made 
his intentions to unite Ethiopia 
clear, but it is possible that his 
election will not be enough.
Behind this recent leadership 
change lies a web of complicat-
ed dynamics. In 1991, a dem-
ocratic revolutionary group — 
the Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front (TLPF) — overthrew the 
oppressive communist dictator-
ship that was in charge at the 
time. Thus, the Tigrayan ethnic 

group—  a minority that com-
prised the TLPF— took control 
of national politics and created 
a powerful coalition with three 
other ethnic groups: the Amha-
ras, the Oromos, and the South-
ern Nationalities.  This coalition, 
the Ethiopian People’s Rev-
olutionary Democratic Front 
(EPRDF), has been in power 
since 1991. 

Despite unification under one 
political party, the ethnic groups 
enjoy unequal distributions 
of power.  The Tigrayans hold 
much of the power while the 
Oromo people have become 
marginalized and stigmatized. 

Additionally, while the EPRDF 
technically decentralized pow-
er, the manner of this decentral-
ization strategically favored cer-
tain local elites and imprisoned 
political opponents and critical 
journalists. EPRDF is only dem-
ocratic in name. Its nature can 
be more accurately described 
as authoritarian. 

This increasing authoritarianism 
of the government and stig-
matization of Oromos sparked 
Oromo protests that have con-
tinued since April of 2014.  In 
response, the state military met 
protesters with live bullets and 
other deadly measures. Hun-

Jake Winter
Oromo Leadership: Almost Democracy

William Davison
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dreds of people have died. 
The government has padded 
its justification by painting the 
Oromos as extremists and 
secessionists. However, this 
dampening strategy has failed. 
Oromo  protests have become 
so widespread and tensions so 
high that, on March 11, 2018, 
the Prime Minister stepped 
down and cleared the way 
for parliament to install Abiy 
Ahmed, the first Prime Minister 
from the OPDO (Oromo Peo-
ple’s Democratic Organization 
and the Oromo subsidiary of 
the EPRDF).

Ahmed has reached out to all 
ethnic groups in Ethiopia and 
shown genuine interest in in-
creasing the human rights sit-
uation, but I have two main 
concerns which hinder my cele-
bration of this as a total human 
rights victory.

First, Ahmed may be Oromo 
but he is still a longtime mem-
ber of the EPRDF.  A non-op-
pressive authoritarian regime 
is far better than an oppressive 
authoritarian regime, but nei-
ther is better than democracy.  
All indicators point to Ahmed 
creating a less oppressive re-
gime, but he is yet to make large 
leaps towards a more open de-
mocracy.  Such moves would 
include opening up the internet 
and media, freeing EPRDF po-
litical opponents, and allowing 
political candidates from other 
parties to run for office. Lasting 
change will require the EPRDF 
to relinquish some power to the 
Ethiopian people.  

This leads me to my second 
concern: there is now an Oromo 
Prime Minister, but the majori-
ty of the government, including 
the military, is still firmly con-
trolled by the TLPF.  The OPDO 

makes up a small fraction of 
high-level government and pol-
icy positions.  However much 
Ahmed wants to make lasting 
change, he may not be able to 
do much if he cannot weaken 
the TLPF’s stronghold within 
the EPRDF.

Despite this, Abiy Ahmed’s ap-
pointment to Prime Minister is 
undoubtedly a step in the right 
direction for Ethiopia.  Having 
an Oromo in the office of Prime 
Minister counters the stigmati-
zation that the Oromo people 
have felt; it sends the country 
the message that Oromos are 
not an inferior and impover-
ished group.  However, only 
time will tell whether or not 
Ahmed can increase govern-
ment representation and make 
moves to truly democratize the 
country.

Sophia Franco

The Performing Arts in Prison: 
A Promising New Tool for Rehabilitation

“I’ll so offend to make offense 
a skill, Redeeming time when 
men think least I will.”

So concludes Prince Hal, prom-
ising to right his delinquent 
ways in Act I Scene II of Henry 
IV. This quotation is the first im-
age featured on the website for 
The Redeeming Time Project 
(RTP), a non-profit organization 

founded by Kate Powers, a di-
rector and theater educator. 
The program aims to rehabil-
itate incarcerated individuals 
through participation in the per-
forming arts. Although not the 
first initiative of its kind in the 
country, RTP is the first Shake-
speare-based theater arts pris-
on program in Minnesota and 
currently operates in the Moose 

Lake Correctional Facility.

RTP stages workshops, class-
es, and productions featuring 
incarcerated actors with a mis-
sion to help participants “de-
velop social, cognitive, and life 
skills which they will need to re-
integrate into the community.” 
PolitiCarl spoke with Powers 
about her work in the context 
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of ongoing national conversa-
tions on mass incarceration and 
the future of the American jus-
tice system. 

“As a nation, we’re not honest 
about what we’re doing,” said 
Powers, referring to discrimina-
tory practices that limit oppor-
tunities after prison such as fel-
ony questions on housing and 
employment applications. She 
believes the isolating effects of 
these policies constitute pun-
ishment beyond the prison sen-
tence. 

Powers also expressed skep-
ticism that prisons provide a 
good environment for those 
incarcerated to learn from their 
past mistakes, comparing it to 
the idea that “hospitals are the 
worst place to be when you’re 
sick.” Powers argues that with-
out tools and programs that 
teach people in prison how to 
approach problems different-
ly, making better choices when 
free presents a near impossible 
challenge. 

According to a study by the Bu-
reau of Justice Statistics done 
in thirty states, 67.8% of prison-
ers who were released ended 
up back in prison within three 
years; the number jumps to 
76.6% five years out. These sta-
tistics are even more significant 
when considering the fact that 
the US houses about 22% of the 
world’s prison population -- this 
statistic doesn’t include the 4.5 
million Americans on probation 

or parole. Lowering recidivism 
rates by equipping individuals 
with tools to lead fulfilling lives 
outside of prison forms the ba-
sis of RTP and similar programs’ 
work. 

Powers began working with 
incarcerated persons in 2009 
through Rehabilitation Through 
the Arts (RTA), a program pri-
marily affiliated with Sing Sing 
Correctional Facility outside 
of New York City. She became 
involved with RTA after learn-
ing of the program at a Shake-
speare conference where a sim-
ilar organization, Shakespeare 
Behind Bars, was presenting 
its work. She directed four pro-
ductions at Sing Sing as well as 
one play at Fishkill Correction-
al Facility in Beacon, NY. Pow-
ers founded RTP in 2017 after 
moving to Minnesota from New 
York.

Unlike the more broadly fo-
cused RTA, Powers’ program 
focuses mainly on Shakespeare 
productions, drawing from her 
extensive education in Shake-
spearean theater; she earned 
her Masters of Arts from the 
Shakespeare Institute at Strat-
ford-Upon-Avon (University of 
Birmingham). Plays by August 
Wilson, James Baldwin, and 
Tarell Alvin McCraney also fig-
ure in workshops, but Powers 
assures that Shakespeare will 
remain central to the organiza-
tion’s work.   

While some would question 

the emphasis on whom Pow-
ers laughingly referred to as a 
“dead white man” in a space 
disproportionately occupied 
by people of color, Powers 
points to the impact studying 
Shakespeare has on affirming 
participants’ intellectual capa-
bilities. “Many of these [par-
ticipants] are told all their lives 
that they’re stupid, that they 
can’t learn,” explained Powers. 
She contends that the rigor in-
volved with bringing the daunt-
ing language of Shakespeare to 
life disrupts this belief and chal-
lenges the notion that Shake-
speare is reserved for only the 
highly educated and wealthy. 
“After the program, men are 
left thinking ‘if I can do Shake-
speare, what else can I do?’”

Powers has found that partici-
pants’ reaction to the program 
has been overwhelmingly pos-
itive, with some of the men at 
Sing Sing describing how they 
“floated back to the cell block” 
after their opening night per-
formance. She also recounted 
how, when the group at Moose 
Lake voted to put on Twelfth 
Night as their production, two 
men who voted for the play ex-
plained to her that they chose 
it because it “scare[d] them 
more.” 

These positive reactions are 
backed up by data from John 
Jay College of Criminal Justice, 
which found that participants in 
Rehabilitation Through the Arts, 
“demonstrated improved be-
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havior and anger management, 
with fewer and less serious in-
fractions compared to a control 
group” and Purchase College 
which found that “participation 
in RTA led to achieving a high 
school equivalency diploma 
earlier in the sentence and a 
three-fold increase in post high 
school academics, compared 
to a carefully matched sample” 
(from RTP’s website).

Powers specifically remem-
bered one actor telling her 
“when we’re in class, I feel like 
I’m not in prison-I feel like a 
free person for two and a half 
hours.” She says this speaks 
to the euphoria, actors feel af-
ter accomplishing such a diffi-
cult task “in a place that does 
its best to make people anon-
ymous and [take] away a lot of 
their agency.” 

She also attributes her pro-
gram’s success to the careful 
approach it takes when dealing 
with incarcerated actors on a 
personal level. Powers actively 
works to foster an environment 
of mutual respect rather than 
condescension or judgment, us-
ing check-ins, group discussions 
and votes to allow everyone’s 
voice to be heard. As a rule, 
she and her colleagues never 
ask participants about why they 
are in prison. “We meet them as 
equals, we’re not coming from 
an ‘oh, we’re gonna fix you’ 
place.” One testimonial fea-
tured on RTP’s website echoes 
the importance of this respect, 

stating, “having someone to 
interact with from the outside 
that actually cares changes your 
perspective, it opens you up. 
You begin to value yourself be-
cause you realize that there is 
something in you to value.”

RTP is widely well-received; 
however, the program does 
come with its challenges. Find-
ing costumes and props poses 
a unique obstacle, as every el-
ement of design is considered 
contraband and therefore must 
be carefully collected and ac-
counted for at the end of each 
session. Powers described how 
“one time at Sing Sing... we mis-
placed a hair pin... people were 
on hands and knees searching 
for it.” Even the color of cos-
tume pieces is highly regulat-
ed as certain colors are used 
to indicate specific roles in the 
prison (black for guards, orange 
jumpsuits for those traveling).

Working with actors who have 
never seen a play before also 
presents a hurdle, as partic-
ipants’ nerves can come out 
when exploring new territory. 
Powers described a participant 
who’d always come to class 
late; he eventually confided 
that he was spending fifteen 
minutes in his cell every day 
just to convince himself to show 
up. For most, the benefits of 
the program are well-worth the 
challenge. Powers recounted 
that a man who’d often tell her 
“this class is going to kill me”, 
later shared that “his relation-

ship with his wife had improved 
because he was more willing 
to explore emotional intimacy 
with her.”

Amid all the positive effects, it’s 
hard to ignore loud critiques 
made by the vocal minority who 
support “tough-on-crime” pol-
icies, including political leaders 
such as Donald Trump. Some 
would likely argue that “free 
Shakespeare” shouldn’t be pro-
vided to hardened criminals. For 
those who would detract from 
arts programs like RTP, Powers 
had one question: “who do you 
want to bring home?” As 97% 
of those who are in prison will 
eventually re-enter the wider 
community, she reasons that 
education focused on empa-
thy and building interpersonal 
skills is vital to creating lasting 
change and a safer world for ev-
eryone.

“As a country we’re deep-
ly uncomfortable and a little 
dissonant. We want to punish 
people for their crimes and 
sometimes we want revenge, 
but we don’t actually want to 
admit as a cohort that revenge 
is part of what we’re doing. I 
wish we could be having a more 
coherent conversation, a more 
thoughtful conversation about 
who we incarcerate, why we in-
carcerate them, what the goals 
are and what we want to offer 
them while they’re locked up 
so that they can make different 
choices.”
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