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This winter in MN has been 
especially winter-y. I know it is 
supposed to be cold and snowy, 
but the past few months have 
been a bit too much. A handful 
of days have had ‘high’ tem-
peratures that have plunged 
significantly into the negatives 
(without windchill) and it is ear-
ly March and the snow contin-

ues to pile on. 

In the midst of this winter mad-
ness, I heard the expected 
(maybe joke): “How is it global 
warming if it is so cold?” My au-
tomatic response is that global 
warming seems to be the stock 
answer for any wacky weath-
er pattern. Then, I decided to 

look into this one a bit more. 

It turns out that polar vortex-
es are normal in the Northern 
Hemisphere. Usually, the cold 
winds over the Arctic (the po-
lar vortex winds) are strong 
and contain the cold air closer 
to the Arctic. As the Arctic has 
warmed, the winds have weak-
ened and thus the cold Arctic 
air has creeped farther south.
 
Now I feel educated about the 
polar vortex, especially with 
the informative graphic below. 
I just thought I would pass on 
this tidbit of information. Enjoy 
the rest of the issue!!

Editor’s Note:
The Polar Vortex: Why Global 
Warming Made it Freezing Cold

Evvy O’Neil
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On January 3, 2019, the first 
day of the legislative session for 
the new Democratic-controlled 
House of Representatives, the 
House voted on a new rules 
package. While the majority 
of the proposed changes were 
what one might expect from a 
Democratic House, in between 
the proposals to recreate a 
select committee on climate 
change and to ever-so-slight-
ly strengthen ethics rules sat 
the proposal to reinstate a lit-
tle-known rule called PAYGO. 
Standing for pay-as-you-go, 
PAYGO is a budget rule which 
stipulates that new spending 
proposed by Congress must 
be offset by new taxes or bud-
get cuts. Despite dissenting 
votes from a few individual 
Democrats, notably Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (NY-14) and Ro 
Khanna (CA-17), PAYGO and 
the rest of the House rules 
package swept through on a 
party-line vote. Reinstating 
PAYGO, I will argue here, was 
a major mistake for Democrats.

PAYGO has its roots in the an-
ti-“Big Government” turn of 
the Reagan era. In ‘80s and 
‘90s, ascendant Republicans 
made political bank out of vil-
ifying the old New Deal and 
Great Society-era welfare pol-
icies of the Democratic Party. 

Under this new mode of poli-
tics, deficit spending became 
a major political issue as “bal-
ancing budgets” turned into a 
watchword for making cuts to 
Democratic-sponsored social 
programs. Democrats, having 
lost the presidency and many 
liberal members of Congress, 
acceded to this new era of 
budget politics out of a desire 
to stay relevant by presenting 
themselves as being fiscally re-
sponsible. In 1990, a Democrat-
ic Congress passed the Om-
nibus Budget Reconciliation 
Act of 1990, which established 
PAYGO as a federal statute. 
According to the law, increases 
in the deficit due to legislation 
passed in Congress would trig-
ger sequestrations, or across-
the-board spending cuts to off-
set increases in federal debt. 
Under statutory PAYGO, the 
federal government began run-
ning surpluses for the first time 
since 1969. Much of this deficit 
reduction came from a merci-
less series of cuts to welfare 
programs. In short, PAYGO is a 
relic of the Reaganite, anti-“Big 
Government” mode of politics: 
by making it nearly impossible 
to spend public money with-
out finding a revenue stream, 
the rule makes the creation of 
new government programs or 
expansions in funding impos-

sible without damaging other 
programs. This turns lawmak-
ing into a zero-sum game. For 
example, if Congress wants to 
expand Medicare benefits, it 
must compensate with funding 
cuts to SNAP. 

Of course, this logic only 
seems to apply to the kinds of 
big-government programs that 
Democrats and the left advo-
cate for. For instance, after 
George W. Bush won the pres-
idency, Congressional Republi-
cans decided in 2002 to let the 
old PAYGO legislation expire. 
With PAYGO restrictions gone, 
Republicans gave themselves 
free reign to slash taxes for the 
wealthy and increase military 
and national security spend-
ing as they collaborated with 
the Bush Administration to es-
calate the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. However, six years 
later, when a Democratic Con-
gress tried to increase public 
spending in the wake of the re-
cession, Republicans immedi-
ately pivoted back to attacking 
Democrats for being fiscally 
irresponsible. Fearing the old 
Reaganite attack, Democrats 
passed statutory PAYGO back 
into law in early 2010, restrict-
ing their own ability to fight 
the recession in the process. 
This attempt to appease the 

Owen Pasley

The PAYGO Swindle
(or: Why Democrats Ought to Stop Worrying and Love Deficit Spending)
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deficit hawks was a non-start-
er: Republicans handily retook 
the House that November. If 
PAYGO has primarily existed as 
a Democratic attempt to claim 
the mantle of fiscal responsi-
bility from Republicans, it has 
done them no political favors.

Furthermore, PAYGO is an 
economically dubious policy 
at best. According to a current 
branch of economic theory 
known as Modern Monetary 
Theory (MMT), worrying about 
government deficits is a mis-
understanding of how money 
actually works. According to 
MMT, money is fundamentally 
created by the state: every dol-
lar in the money supply is creat-
ed by the Treasury Department 
and its value is guaranteed by 
the unimpeachable credit of 
the government. When dollars 
exit Federal Reserve banks, 
they flow into the private sec-
tor and are spent, borrowed, 
or loaned, generating econom-
ic activity. Think of it this way: 
every liability is someone else’s 
asset. By releasing money out 
into the economy through defi-
cit spending, the government 

creates assets for households, 
businesses, and everyday peo-
ple. To “pay off” the deficit 
would involve removing funds 
from the private sector and 
stuffing them back into gov-
ernment coffers (where they 
will remain idle), impoverishing 
many people in the process. 
When the government ran sur-
pluses in the late ‘90s it did 
so by taking money out of the 
hands of welfare recipients. In 
this sense, budget deficits are 
actually a necessary feature of 
a modern economy: as long 
as the government doesn’t re-
lease too much money at once 
and taxes skim enough money 
out of the private sector to pre-
vent inflation, budget deficits 
are nothing to worry about.

PAYGO and other forms of defi-
cit-hawkery delegitimize deficit 
spending by labelling it as fis-
cally irresponsible. A cursory 
glance at PAYGO will reveal 
why this is disastrous to Dem-
ocratic legislators: if a Demo-
cratic Congress has any hope 
of passing the sorts of big-gov-
ernment policies that are now 
popular with the Democratic 

base and electorate (say, Medi-
care For All or the Green New 
Deal), it will have to be via defi-
cit spending. Considering that 
many Democrats in 2018 ran 
on policies like Medicare For 
All, reinstating PAYGO means 
that Congressional Democrats 
are guaranteeing their inabil-
ity to pass the policies that 
got themselves elected in the 
first place! In short, legislative 
constrictions on deficit spend-
ing are economically dubious, 
politically unpopular, and stra-
tegically counterproductive. 
Congressional Democrats do 
themselves no favors by cling-
ing to a conservative budget 
policy that limits their own 
effectiveness as a legislative 
bloc. Rather than try to occupy 
Republican ground, it would be 
better for them to take the tra-
ditional Democratic approach 
from the New Deal onwards 
and defend the necessity and 
validity of deficit spending by 
using it to pass progressive 
legislation. PAYGO is a sec-
ond-rate, self-defeating policy 
and ought to be swept into the 
dustbin of history. 

As we wait in limbo to see 
whether or not another govern-
ment shutdown will head our 
way, the employees of many 

national parks are still reeling 
from the effects of the first. 
Unlike previous government 
shutdowns, which called for full 

closure of national parks, the 
gates of many parks remained 
at least partially open during 
the 35 days of the infamous 
2018 shutdown. Although the 
gates to iconic landmarks such 
as Joshua Tree, Mount Rainier 

Ada Meyer
National Parks and the Shutdown
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and Yellowstone national parks 
remain unlocked, the feder-
al administration furloughed 
many park employees, leaving 
the grounds disastrously un-
derstaffed. 

Not only did the shutdown 
harm the 16,000 dismissed 
employees who had no op-
tion but to carry on without a 
paycheck, but the lack of per-
sonnel harmed the parks both 
financially and physically. The 
National Parks Conservation 
Association (NPCA) estimates 
that the park service as a whole 
lost approximately $400,000 
per day simply by missing out 
on revenue from entrance fees 
into the parks. The residents 
in surrounding areas, who de-

pend on the business from 
park patrons, were completely 
left out to dry. 

The lack of employee pres-
ence has also allowed visitors 
to evade being held account-
able, leaving many pristine 
natural areas marred with the 
consequences of visitors run-
ning rampant. Without consis-
tent servicing of park facilities, 
mounds of human debris have 
accumulated throughout the 
parks. In some cases, the piles 
of trash have attracted wildlife 
to areas highly trafficked by 
humans. Because this trash will 
continue to linger as parks get 
back on their feet, these new 
confluences of humans and 
wildlife could lead to potential-

ly dangerous encounters in the 
future. 

Perhaps the most disturbing 
results from unfettered use 
of national parks have been 
the instances of blatant disre-
gard for numerous ecological-
ly fragile regions. Employees 
surveying the damage in their 
parks have noted instances of 
off-roading through untouched 
stretches of desert in Death 
Valley and Joshua Tree Nation-
al Parks. While not all patrons 
have exhibited such disrespect, 
the destructive actions of only 
a few can lead to damage that 
“will be felt for weeks, months 
or even years,” notes NPCA 
President Theresa Pierno. 
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The enduring physical reper-
cussions of the shutdown on 
national parks are particularly 
hefty in Joshua Tree Nation-
al Park (JTNP), where people 
have taken advantage of the 
lack of employees by dam-
aging the park’s eponymous 
palms. Park employees report 
campers hanging strings of 
Christmas lights from the del-
icate branches, cutting the 
trees down, and running trees 
over to gain vehicular access to 
restricted areas. While it may 
seem like a few trees may not 
be enough damage to warrant 
what former JTNP superinten-
dent Curt Sauer considers “ir-
reparable for the next 200 to 
300 years,” we must recognize 
the delicacy of the ecosystem. 

Although research suggests a 
lifespan of 150 years or more, 
the trees also take approxi-
mately 50-60 years to mature, 
grow only between two and 
three inches per year, and al-
ready feel the colossal threats 
of climate change. So, when 
former director of the Nation-
al Park Service Jonathan Jarvis 
compares leaving the parks 
open with insufficient staff to 
“leaving the Smithsonian mu-
seums open without any staff 
to protect the priceless arte-
facts,” he is not exaggerating. 

While reading about the detri-
mental effects of the govern-
ment shutdown on national 
parks, I was most dismayed to 
learn about brazen incidents of 

destruction by unsupervised 
visitors. I would like to think 
that people who care enough 
to visit national parks follow 
certain rules and avoid damag-
ing the land because it is the 
right thing to do, not because 
park employees are roaming 
around enforcing these regu-
lations. While national parks 
prepare for the possibility of 
another shutdown, they still 
need time to heal from the pre-
vious one. You can help nation-
al parks recover by donating 
your time or funds and practic-
ing your best behavior in pub-
lic lands, whether or not there 
is a ranger around the corner.

Since its transition from military 
dictatorship to democracy in 
1989, many experts and politi-
cians have hailed Chile as the 
success story of Latin America. 
The traditional narrative claims 
that while the rest of the conti-
nent is ravaged by political and 
economic chaos, Chile enjoys a 
different fate due to an embrace 
of free-trade, business-friendly 
policies, and a robust commit-
ment to democratic norms. As 
any visitor of the country would 
see, the abounding glass sky-

scrapers and sparkling metro of 
the modern capital of Santiago 
confirm Chile’s exalted status. 
Beneath such apparent bliss, 
however, lurk the destructive 
and destabilizing forces of politi-
cal stagnation and apathy. 

These phenomena are reflect-
ed in the deterioration of the 
once widespread political partic-
ipation during the nineties, that 
has since dropped to abysmal 
levels, with 49% of Chileans vot-
ing in the presidential elections 

of 2017, compared to 86% in 
1987. Of course, such a down-
turn can be partially attributed 
to the abolition of mandatory 
voting, however it is still far be-
low the OECD average of 64% 
of the population. The fact that 
so few citizens vote once elec-
toral participation is not manda-
tory should be alarming for any 
democracy. According to schol-
ars, such as Juan Pablo Luna, 
professor of political science at 
the Universidad de Chile, this 
worrisome turn of events can be 
attributed to a growing discon-
nect between the ruling politi-
cal class and the people. In this 
sense, the Chilean voters con-
sider both the political system 

Evan Lieberman

Reformism vs. Populism: 
The Political Future of Chile
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and their politicians as unable to 
give voice to their demands and 
present solutions to pressing 
issues. The dissatisfaction with 
the institutional response to the 
recent campaigns calling for ed-
ucation and pension reform best 
exemplifies this disconnect. Fur-
thermore, the discovery of the 
unsavory ties between oligarchs 
and political parties has univer-
salized the view that political and 
economic elites have co-opted 
democracy for their own inter-
ests. The additional technocra-
tization of politics has rendered 
this disconnect even greater by 
replacing any attempt at politi-
cal mobilization or the formation 
of a truly coherent political pro-
gram with top-down policy for-
mulation. 

Universal apathy among Chilean 
voters is reflected in the declin-
ing power of the two previously 
dominant political coalitions, the 
center-left now defunct Nueva 
Mayoría and the center-right 
Chile Vamos. The two coalitions 
can no longer claim the politi-
cal hegemony they fought over 
since the transition to democ-
racy, both having shown disap-
pointing results in recent po-
litical campaigns. Unless these 
parties regain the powers of mo-
bilization they once possessed, 
new alternatives will emerge to 
take their place, or the collapse 
of all institutionalized parties will 
cement political stagnation as a 
long-term phenomenon in Chile. 

It is too soon, however, for the 
latter projection to become a re-
ality. New, forward-thinking and 
alternative political movements 
have emerged rapidly in the 
past five years, perhaps setting 
the stage for a democratic re-
awakening. Despite this, not all 
new political actors inspire hope. 
Radical right wing populism has 
suddenly emerged in the form of 
the eloquent and charming leg-
islator, José Antonio Kast, and 
his new Republican Action party. 
Kast has advanced such radical 
talking points  as freeing those 
convicted of human rights abus-
es under the dictatorship and 
liberalizing gun regulations. He 
rails against “gender ideology,” 
an umbrella term used by his 
supporters to attack feminism 
and movements that promote 
recognition of sexual diversity 
and liberation. Despite his ex-
tremist discourse, a poll taken 
in December showed him as the 
most likely to win the elections 
in 2021 out of a handful of well-
known political figures. His calls 
for “common sense” in politics 
and demagogic corruption accu-
sations against mainstream poli-
ticians appeal to general frustra-
tion with politics in Chile. 

Not all emerging political actors 
are so troubling, however. Felipe 
Kast, the nephew of José Anto-
nio, recently formed the classi-
cally liberal party Political Evolu-
tion (Evópoli), that advocates for 
free-market policies and the le-
galization of same-sex marriage. 

The leftist coalition of the Frente 
Amplio has emerged as an al-
ternative to the traditional forc-
es of the center-left.  The 2017 
elections confirmed the party’s 
popularity, particularly among 
young people, when their candi-
date, Beatriz Sánchez, received 
20% of votes in the first round. 
This was only 3% less than Guilli-
er, her mainstream center-left 
counterpart, and far more than 
what the polls had projected. 

While the worrisome phenome-
na of apathy and political stag-
nation threaten the core of 
Chilean democracy for the time 
being, they have also created 
conditions under which alterna-
tive political actors can emerge 
and push for much-needed re-
form. On the one hand, José 
Antonio Kast embodies the dis-
turbing authoritarian and popu-
list figures who typically rise to 
prominence in such situations. 
On the other hand, Felipe Kast 
and the Frente Amplio, while im-
perfect, could be the beginning 
of a new political atmosphere 
for Chile. The facade of perfec-
tion has come crumbling down, 
exposing all the structural short-
comings it obfuscated. It now 
remains to be seen whether the 
new reformers can convince the 
voters of their sincerity and ca-
pability. If they fail, it is possible 
that José Antonio Kast or a polit-
ical equivalent will rise to power 
on a wave of cynicism and anger. 
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Seth Eislund

The Tremendous Repercussions 
of Trump’s Withdrawal Plan

“If we withdraw our soldiers, 
can you clean up ISIS?”i  On De-
cember 14, 2018, those words 
forever changed the geopoliti-
cal fate of the War on ISIS and 
the entire Middle East. Presi-
dent Trump was speaking with 
Turkish president Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan about the future of 
the conflict in Syria. Erdogan 
replied that his forces were up 
to the challenge, and Trump’s 
response was terse: “Then you 
do it.”ii  Trump then directed his 
attention to National Security 
Advisor John Bolton, saying, 
“Start work for the withdrawal 
of US troops from Syria.”iii  Five 
days later, Trump announced his 
decision to the world, unaware 
of the disastrous results it might 
bring.

The pandemonium that fol-
lowed hit the United States, 
Turkey, Syria, and the rest of the 
Middle East like a thunderbolt. 
Turkey desperately scrambled 
to mobilize its forces, sending 
troops to its southern border. 
Trump’s decision was a shock 
for the US government, as well 
as its military and intelligence 
communities. Secretary of De-
fense James Mattis tried for 
days to change Trump’s mind 
about making such a hasty with-
drawal from Syria, but he was 
unsuccessful. In protest, Mattis 

declared that he was resigning 
on December 20, reluctantly 
signing the order to withdraw 
all of the US’ 2,000 military per-
sonnel in Syria four days later.
iv  Likewise, Peter McGurk, the 
Special Presidential Envoy for 
the Global Coalition to Counter 
ISIS, resigned on December 21.

Mattis and McGurk resigned for 
good reason, seeing the conse-
quences of such a hasty with-
drawal before it even occurred. 
Numerous sources have stated 
that the US withdrawal is poorly 
organized. There are even con-
flicting reports about whether 
American troops have started 
leaving Syria.v However, the 
perhaps most stringent critique 
made by Mattis and McGurk 
about Trump’s withdrawal plan 
is that it betrays and jeopardiz-
es the existence of our allies in 
Syria who sacrificed everything 
to fight ISIS, the Kurds being 
chief among them. 

The Kurds were the most ef-
fective ground-based fighting 
force in the War on ISIS, which 
began in 2014.vi Supplied by 
the United States, Kurdish and 
Kurdish-led militias such as the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG 
in Kurdish) and the Syrian Dem-
ocratic Forces (SDF) were re-
sponsible for winning numer-

ous victories against the terror 
group and retaking many stra-
tegically important locations, 
such as the town of Kobani in 
2015.vii Unfortunately, due to 
the United States’ withdrawal, 
obtaining funds and munitions 
will become much more diffi-
cult for the Kurds, a weakness 
that ISIS, which still retains ter-
ritory in Syria, will undoubtedly 
exploit. Amy Austin Holmes, 
an associate professor at the 
American University in Cairo, 
emphasized the dangers of an 
American withdrawal from Syr-
ia, as well as the invaluable role 
that Kurdish forces played in 
subduing ISIS:

“Trump’s unilateral decision to 
withdraw U.S. troops from Syria 
will embolden our adversaries, 
including Iran, Russia and Syri-
an leader Bashar al Assad, and 
weaken and betray our Kurdish 
and Arab partners in the Syri-
an Democratic Forces… Mattis 
and McGurk know all too well 
that the fight against ISIS was 
ineffective until we partnered 
with the Syrian Kurds… If Trump 
(and Erdogan) have forgot-
ten this, Gen. Mattis, McGurk 
and the U.S. military have not. 
Abandoning our Kurdish part-
ners now would be a colossal 
betrayal and would endanger 
the civilian population.”viii 

In its present form, Trump’s 
withdrawal plan will inadver-
tently weaken the allies of the 
United States, allies who were 



 08Page
PolitiCarl

essential in the war against ISIS. 
Naturally, the Kurdish response 
to Trump’s plan was not a pleas-
ant one. The Kurds felt be-
trayed by the United States and 
consequently turned to the Syr-
ian government. They pleaded 
for aid, begging Syrian troops 
to help protect them from a po-
tential attack from Turkey.ix This 
call for aid could allow Syrian 
dictator Bashar al-Assad, whose 
brutal regime has remained in 
power for almost two decades, 
to reclaim all of Syria. Retaking 
Syria has long been Assad’s pri-

mary political goal, a goal that 
has been stymied by the eight 
years of constant war that has 
engulfed the country. There-
fore, the US has clearly shifted 
its alliances in the Middle East 
with its decision to withdraw 
from Syria. A New York Times 
article reported: “The [Kurd-
ish] request [for Syrian support] 
amounted to a United States 
ally calling on an enemy of the 
United States to protect it from 
another American ally, Turkey.”x

  
Turkey is undoubtedly the big-

gest threat to the Syrian Kurds. 
The country sees them as a 
danger to its national security 
because many Kurds want au-
tonomy from Turkey and Syria. 
Kurdish nationalists yearn for 
such autonomy because the 
traditional Kurdish homeland, 
Kurdistan, ranges from Syria to 
Iraq, Turkey, Armenia, and Iran. 
Tensions have grown in recent 
weeks between the Kurds and 
the Turks, who have started 
massing troops on their coun-
try’s border with Northern Syr-
ia. On January 21, 2019, Erdo-
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gan told President Trump on a 
phone call that his country was 
ready to take over security in 
the northern town of Manbij.xi  
Erdogan didn’t talk to any other 
US military or intelligence offi-
cials, many of whom want to re-
main in Syria. Instead, he called 
Trump, who adamantly wants 
US troops to leave. 

Aside from the grave threat that 
Turkey presents to the Kurds, 
however, ISIS still lurks in the 
shadows. Despite the fact that 
it has faced devastating losses 
over the past few years, ISIS 
still has the strength to tragi-
cally claim American and Syrian 
lives. On January 16, an ISIS sui-
cide bomber killed 19 people 
in Manbij, including 4 American 
military personnel.xii The target 
was an American military con-
voy which had stopped while 
US troops were eating inside a 
restaurant during patrols. ISIS 
attacks also occurred around 
the eastern Syrian town of Han-
jin, in which the terror group 
controlled a slice of territory.xiii  
Four days later, on January 20, 
a suicide bomber killed several 
people on a passenger bus in 
the city of Afrin.xiv These suicide 
attacks raised fresh critiques of 
President Trump’s withdraw-
al plan because, on the same 
day he ordered the withdraw-
al, Trump claimed that ISIS had 
been defeated in Syria. Now, 
his detractors assert that ISIS 
has become emboldened by 
the American departure, a con-

viction that seems to be sup-
ported by its recent string of 
attacks.

President Trump’s decision to 
withdraw US troops from Syria 
has been, thus far, nothing short 
of a catastrophe. It has proven 
to be shoddily organized and 
executed, betraying our Kurd-
ish allies and leaving them at 
the whims of Turkey, Syria, and 
ISIS. Worse yet, ISIS’ renewed 
savagery in the past few weeks 
shows that it is far from defeat-
ed. Rather, as the US lessens its 
influence on the war in Syria, ISIS 
sees the perfect opportunity to 
continue its bloodshed and ex-
pand. If the US doesn’t recon-
sider its plan to withdraw, there 
may be grave consequences. A 
statement drafted by the Free 
Yazidi Foundation, an organiza-
tion that represents the Yazidi 
ethnoreligious group that was 
almost exterminated by ISIS in 
2014, had these solemn words 
to say about the American with-
drawal from Syria: 

“With the absence of another 
force to prevent such a resur-
gence, there is no doubt that 
‘Daesh [ISIS] 2.0’ will be born 
upon the withdrawal of US forc-
es and the reduction of SDF 
strength. Once Turkey engag-
es in battle for Syrian territory 
from the West and the North, 
SDF will face a dual threat from 
Turkey and Daesh [ISIS]. Absent 
international support, this will 
be catastrophic for Syria, Iraq, 

and the whole world.”xv

i Coskun, Orhan. “Syrian Surprise: How 
Trump’s Phone Call Changed the War.” 
Reuters. December 28, 2018. Accessed 
January 31, 2019.
ii Ibid.
iii Ibid.
iv Montoya-Galvez, Camilo. “Mattis Signs 
Order to Withdraw Troops from Syria.” 
CBS News. December 24, 2018. Accessed 
January 31, 2019.
v Keating, Joshua. “The Start of the U.S. 
Drawdown in Syria Is Creating More, Not 
Less, Confusion.” Slate Magazine. January 
11, 2019. Accessed January 31, 2019.
vi Clarke, Colin P., and Ahmet S. Yayla. “The 
United States Can’t Rely on Turkey to De-
feat ISIS.” Foreign Policy. December 31, 
2018. Accessed January 31, 2019.
vii Holmes, Amy Austin. “US Withdrawal 
from Syria Will Endanger Kurds, Arabs, 
Christians.” The Hill. December 27, 2018. 
Accessed January 31, 2019.
viii Ibid.
ix Hubbard, Ben. “Syria’s Kurds, Feeling Be-
trayed by the U.S., Ask Assad Government 
for Protection.” The New York Times. De-
cember 28, 2018. Accessed January 31, 
2019.
x Ibid.
xi “Turkey Ready to Take over Syria’s Man-
bij, Erdogan Tells Trump.” Al Jazeera. Jan-
uary 21, 2019. Accessed January 31, 2019.
xii Schmitt, Eric, Ben Hubbard, and Rukmi-
ni Callimachi. “ISIS Attack in Syria Kills 4 
Americans, Raising New Worries About 
Troop Withdrawal.” The New York Times. 
January 16, 2019. Accessed January 31, 
2019.
xiii Ibid.
xiv Abumaria, Dima. “ISIS Gearing up for 
Comeback in Syria and beyond.” The Je-
rusalem Post. January 22, 2019. Accessed 
January 31, 2019.
xv “Free Yezidi Foundation Report: With-
drawal of US Troops from Syria - Impli-
cations for Minorities in Syria and Iraq.” 
Free Yazidi Foundation. January 4, 2019. 
Accessed January 24, 2019.
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During my final week job shad-
owing a judge in southeastern 
Minnesota this past December, 
a man in his twenties—not much 
older than me—came before the 
court for a probation violation 
hearing. The alleged violation: 
driving with a revoked license. 
Sitting somberly before the 
judge, the man explained that, 
at the time of the violation, he 
had been running late to work 
after his carpool fell through. 
With a young son who needed 
craniofacial surgery, he knew he 
could not afford to lose his job. 
That job was already not enough 
to pay back the court fines and 
fees that would have allowed 
him to apply for reinstatement 
of his license. In a moment of 
desperation, he decided to drive 
himself to work. 
On the way there, he was pulled 
over. This stop would send him 
back to court for the latest in a 
string of violations for driving 
with a suspended or revoked 
license, each one generating 
more and more fees and a lon-
ger period of license suspen-
sion. Each one digging the man 
deeper into a hole he could not 
afford to get out of. 

Unfortunately, this man’s story 
is not unusual. Across the coun-
try, millions of people currently 
have their license suspended or 

revoked for failure to pay court 
debt. In Minnesota, use of this 
penalty is limited to unpaid fines 
and fees stemming from traffic 
violations. But in many states, 
such penalties also apply to non-
payment of criminal court debt, 
allowing license suspensions to 
be invoked to force payment 
even in cases with no relation 
to traffic safety. Further, limiting 
the use of license suspensions 
to traffic court is not as reason-
able of a penalty as it may seem: 
under these restrictions, a sin-
gle traffic ticket for a mundane 
violation can lead to months or 
years of financial hardship rang-
ing from difficulties in finding 
and keeping employment to 
increased insurance premiums. 
One study by Rutgers Universi-
ty found that 42% of those sur-
veyed lost their jobs after license 
suspensions. Only 55% were 
able to find another job, and of 
those, 88% reported a decrease 
in income. License suspensions 
and revocations criminalize and 
perpetuate poverty rather than 
encourage timely payment of 
traffic court debt.

While Minnesota is one of only 
four states that requires consid-
eration of the defendant’s ability 
to pay when ordering the pay-
ment of court fines and fees—
judges can waive or reduce 

fines and fees related to traffic 
violations—there is a manda-
tory $75 surcharge that cannot 
be waived, a revenue-collecting 
tactic instated a decade ago 
to solve a budget problem this 
state no longer has. Despite the 
supposed consideration of their 
ability to pay, instances abound 
of Minnesotans ordered to pay 
fines or fees they could not af-
ford. One Minnesota woman 
estimated that a single $135 
ticket in 2014 for turning left 
through a red light had since 
cost her $13,000 in fines, fees, 
and increased insurance costs. 
Another described receiving a 
total of $800 in fines for driving 
with a suspended license after 
being unable to pay an initial 
ticket for a broken tail light. A 
single mother of two sons with 
an annual income of $25,000 
could not afford to stop driving 
herself to work, nor could she af-
ford to pay the fines. Complying 
with the suspension could have 
meant losing her job. Defying 
the suspension sent her further 
into debt. Only a Saint Paul di-
version program for drivers un-
able to pay their tickets allowed 
her to eventually get her license 
reinstated. 

A bill raised in the last session of 
the Minnesota legislature would 
end the use of driver’s license 

Carrie Kisicki

From Unpaid Tickets to Unemployment: 
Hitting the Brakes on the Criminalization of Poverty
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suspensions and revocations 
as a penalty for nonpayment 

of traffic court debt. The bill’s 
sponsor in the House, Republi-
can Rep. Nick Zerwas of Elk Riv-
er, has been critical of the pen-
alty’s disproportionate impact 
on the poor. In Minnesota, as in 
many other states where similar 
legislation has been proposed, 
eliminating this penalty is a pol-
icy that has received rare bipar-
tisan support. Zerwas’ bill is sup-
ported by both the conservative 

American Legislative Exchange 
Council and the American Civil 
Liberties Union. Minnesota pros-
ecutors and public defenders 
agree that the policy would save 
money and clear courts’ sched-
ules in favor of more important 
matters. The Minneapolis Star 
Tribune wrote an editorial in 
support of the bill last year. 

For many, ‘small’ fines  are not 
a mere inconvenience. They are 
a financial emergency. To com-
pound the financial hit of such 
fines by suspending or revoking 
the licenses of those unable to 
pay them is not only counter-
productive but inequitable and 
cruel. It is the criminalization of 
poverty, a modern debtor’s pris-
on locking people into a cycle of 
further debt and difficulty. For 
those who originally imposed li-
cense suspensions as a penalty 
for traffic court debt to ignore 
the realities of poverty was a 

policy choice—one that reflects 
poorly on the socioeconomic 
diversity of state legislatures 
nationwide. This policy choice 
has had an effect that is far from 
benign on millions of Americans 
and thousands of Minnesotans. 
To not take action to remedy the 
inequality fostered by this policy, 
then, is not a benign action but 
another policy choice. Do we 
want to live in a state where our 
community members can lose 
their licenses—and their jobs—
for the crime of being poor? 

Zerwas’s bill was included in the 
vetoed 2018 omnibus bill and 
failed to pass during the last 
legislative session. In the cur-
rent legislative session, this bill 
deserves bipartisan passage. It’s 
time for lawmakers to listen to 
their constituents and take ac-
tion to eliminate this unjust prac-
tice. 

For many, 
‘small’ fines  
are not a mere 
inconvenience. 
They are a 
financial 
emergency

It is the winter of 2019, and all 
of a sudden it feels like the 2020 
Presidential Election is closely 
approaching. In the aftermath of 
the 2016 election, many people 
who were opposed to Trump 
tried to dilute their disappoint-
ment with half-hearted com-
forting phrases: ‘it’s only four 
years!!’, ‘he’ll get impeached!’, 
‘he can’t win again in 2020!’

Well, evidently he has not been 
impeached. Trump’s approval 
rating is low, but not too far be-
low that of past Presidents, and 
calculations of the likelihood 
that he gets impeached remain 
low as well. 

Trump’s victory in 2020 scared 
Democrats. However, it is argu-

ably scarier that he’s still here: 
tweeting, lying, and raring for 
another campaign. The gov-
ernment was shut down for 35 
days, the Russian collusion saga 
continues, yet according to a 
Gallup study Trump somehow 
still enjoys a Republican voter 
approval rating of 88%.

While enthusiastic Trump sup-
porters infuriate Democrats, in-
furiated Democrats fuel Trump 
enthusiasts. I often think of the 

Evvy O’Neil
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image of Hillary Clinton in her 
bright red suit laughing at Don-
ald Trump during one of their de-
bates in the fall of 2016. At the 
time, Democrats leaned into her 
confident mocking: a remind-
er to Democrats that this was 
ridiculous. Trump couldn’t be 
our President. This was all one 
big joke reinforced by countless 
SNL skits and late night smack-
downs. Trump had momentum, 
but we shouldn’t worry about 
it—  Hillary was just fine. Up un-
til the early hours of November 
9th, 2016, we believed her. 

Now, I see what that moment 
of laughter in the debate really 
was, and I cringe at my naivety. 
It was such a classic, Hollywood 
moment. The strong, favored 
competitor sees the underesti-
mated challenger and, entirely 
confident in their eventual vic-
tory, laughs at the underdog’s 
ineptitude. Just as I feel a pang 
of regret when I think about that 

moment, I’m sure the 88% of Re-
publicans look back with a retro-
active smugness. And I’m sure 
that statistics about continued 
Democratic opposition feeds 
that, like the 6% Democratic vot-
er approval of President Trump.  

Trump’s success, especially his 
victory in the 2016 primaries, 
sparked lots of questions about 
the future of the Republican Par-
ty. How could the moderates, 
the establishment politicians, 
work with Trump? How could 
they cooperate with him with-
out fully endorsing everything 
he does and says? There have 
been some instances of disen-
chanted Republican voters and 
conflicted politicians but, for the 
most part, this hypothetical mo-
ment of reckoning never really 
happened. 

According to CNN, 67% of Re-
publicans claim that they would 
‘definitely’ vote to re-elect 

Trump; even if the Republican 
establishment takes issue with 
him. Once Trump leaves, there 
may be a reshuffling on the 
right, but it surely won’t happen 
during this election cycle. 

On the other hand, the future 
of the Democratic Party feels 
uncertain. Are we going to be 
revolutionary? Should we try to 
meet Trump with an equally po-
larizing candidate? Or should 
we be strategically championing 
any Democrat who can unseat 
Trump? Should we play it safe? 

The anxiety-fueled brainstorm 
boils down to two basic ques-
tions. First, could a radical can-
didate  feasibly beat Trump? 
Second, could a more moderate 
candidate incite enough enthusi-
asm to win? Ultimately, are Dem-
ocrats going into this election on 
offense or defense?

We’ll see as the next 22 months 
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play out. Eleven ‘major’ Dem-
ocrats have announced their 
candidacy and as many as 
twelve more may join them. The 
17-candidate Republican Prima-
ry field in 2016 was the largest 
since at least 1972, according 
to FiveThirtyEight. Studies on 
elections with large numbers of 
candidates have suggested that 
larger pools create more uncer-
tainty and, usually, lead to the 
establishment candidate’s de-
feat. 

We don’t know yet who the es-
tablishment candidate will be—  
some reports hint at Joe Biden 
or Bernie Sanders (though I have 
a hard time imagining Bernie as 
the establishment candidate). 
Cory Booker looks strong, and 
his energy as an orator seems 
Obama-like, something that will 
surely help his standing. Beto 
O’Rourke has not yet declared 
his candidacy, but has a good 
potential following after be-

coming a viral sensation in his 
race against Ted Cruz. Kamala 
Harris, Kirsten Gillibrand, Amy 
Klobuchar and Elizabeth Warren 
are in the race as well. Warren’s 
success seems unlikely as she 
would have to overcome both 
the opposition to her Bernie-like 
radicalness and to her Hillary 
Clinton-like hints of elitism and 
coldness. Klobuchar has called 
for candidates to stop ignoring 
the middle of the country, prob-
ably the largest misstep of the 
2016 election on the Democrat-
ic side. Her platform will likely 
focus on domestic issues like 
the ongoing opioid crisis. Harris, 
who gained much exposure from 
her questioning during Brett Ka-
vanaugh’s hearings, is likely to 
hinge her campaign on helping 
the middle class and promoting 
civil rights. Both women seem 
like viable candidates, and it 
will prove interesting to see this 
election test the extent of the 
Democratic Party’s desire to run 

a woman candidate.

Overall, this is shaping up to be 
an interesting election. Trump’s 
maintained popularity and the 
potential for Democratic inde-
cisiveness are bad signs for the 
left. Conversely, Trump’s severe 
unpopularity among Democrats 
does suggest a sense of urgency 
in beating him that was missing 
in 2016. Democrats know exact-
ly what they are running against 
and if they present a compelling 
alternative option to Trump, ral-
ly support from a more cohesive 
Democratic voter body, and pos-
sibly pick up some anti-Trump 
Independent votes, this could 
be a good race. 
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In the United States, most pol-
iticians choose a political par-
ty and remain a member of 
that party for the duration of 
their political careers. In Israel’s 
multi-party system, things hap-
pen a bit differently. When elec-
tion time comes, it is completely 
normal for a major political fig-
ure to split off from a party and 
start a completely new party 
that garners significant support. 
That being said, let’s take a look 
at some of the recent shakeups 
and frontrunners in the Knesset 
leading up to this year’s election.

Likud
The current Prime Minister, Ben-
jamin Netanyahu, belongs to the 
Likud Party. Despite allegations 
of corruption and a looming in-
dictment, the Prime Minister is 
still very popular and the front-
runner in this election. However, 
his push to require the Ultra-Or-
thodox community to perform 
national service strained his alli-
ance with the Orthodox Parties. 
His decision not to bomb Gaza 
after a particularly nasty Hamas 
strike prompted the resignation 
of Defense Minister Avigdor Li-
eberman in 2018. Naftali Ben-

nett of the Jewish Home Par-
ty also claimed that he would 
refuse to join a coalition led by 
Netanyahu, a statement that ul-
timately led to the declaration of 
this upcoming election.

The most interesting facet of 
the Likud party is the candidacy 
of Dima Tayeh, who would be 
the first Arab Muslim to repre-
sent Likud in the Knesset. Likud 
is s right-wing party sometimes 
perceived as being ‘anti-Arab’ 
or ‘anti-Muslim,’ and Tayeh has 
been denounced by her fam-
ily for her Likud membership 
and support of last year’s Na-
tion-State Law that legally solidi-
fied Israel’s status as the national 
homeland of the Jewish people. 
It will be interesting to see how 

Aaron Forman
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the right-wing Jewish Likud 
members embrace her and po-
tentially use her views to attest 
that their policies are supported 
by and benefit Arab as well as 
Jewish Israelis.

As of the time of writing, Prime 
Minister Netanyahu has dealt 
himself a blow that he may not 
be able to overcome. He helped 
to coordinate a plan to help the 
far-right wing Otzma HaYehu-
dit, a particularly unpopular and 
racist Party sometimes referred 
to as the Israeli KKK, reach the 
threshold to be included in the 
Knesset and therefore help Ne-
tanyahu form a coalition gov-
ernment. However, since Otzma 
HaYehudit does not reflect the 
views of most Israelis, the move 
has been drastically unpopular 
and will likely cost Likud votes in 
the election. This creates a shift 
in momentum toward Benny 
Gantz and Yair Lepid’s Blue and 
White alliance to form a govern-
ing coalition in the Knesset.

Blue and White
Prime Minister Netanyahu’s 
main competitor is political new-
comer Benny Gantz, the former 
IDF Chief of Staff who found-
ed the Israel Resilience Party a 
few months ago. Gantz’s polit-
ical views are largely unknown, 
but he is generally referred to 
as ‘center-left.’ He recently ad-
dressed a Druze community, 
one of Israel’s ethno-religious 
minorities, saying that he would 
lead an effort to change the 

Nation-State Law that angered 
many Druze-Israelis when it 
was passed in July of 2018. By 
promising to change it, he upset 
both the political right, who be-
lieve that the Nation-State Law 
should stand as it is, and the left, 
who want to eliminate the law 
altogether. Gantz’s popularity 
relies on the trust he built in his 
military service, and the public’s 
belief that he will protect them 
from the many violent groups 
who constantly launch attacks 
against civilians of the Jewish 
state. Recently, Gantz has ver-
bally attacked Netanyahu for 
attending lavish cocktail parties 
while he “lay in muddy foxholes 
with [his] soldiers on frozen Win-
ter nights.” He has also nego-
tiated a plan to work with Yair 
Lepid of the moderate Yesh Atid 
Party to help overthrow the Ne-
tanyahu government, a hope-
ful prospect for liberal Zionists, 
the affiliation of most American 
Jews. This partnership is known 
as the “Blue and White” alliance, 
and Netanyahu has sharply crit-
icized it as ‘leftist,’ claiming it 
would lead to the creation of a 
Palestinian state, or two-state 
solution, and therefore threaten 
the existence of Israel. 

New Right
One of the reasons that elec-
tions have been called for this 
year is that Education Minister 
Naftali Bennett’s has refused to 
continue to be a part of a coali-
tion government with Benjamin 
Netanyahu as the Prime Minis-

ter. Formerly the head of the Or-
thodox Party Jewish Home, Ben-
nett, along with Justice Minister 
Ayelet Shaked, founded a new 
party that they named “New 
Right” in an effort to merge the 
interests of both religious and 
secular right-wing voters. After 
the split, Jewish Home hopes to 
attract Orthodox voters who felt 
that Bennett was not religious 
enough to represent their inter-
ests. New Right hopes to take 
away as much secular support 
as possible from Jewish Home, 
as well as Likud supporters sus-
picious of corruption charges 
against Netanyahu and secular 
voters who have drifted from 
Jewish Home to Likud or Israel 
Resilience party.

As of February 21, Prime Minis-
ter Netanyahu has been working 
to create a coalition involving Li-
kud, Jewish Home, and the con-
troversial Otzma Yehudit party, a 
far-right party with racist policy 
aims toward Arabs in Israel. Bet-
zalel Smotrich, a figure involved 
in this negotiation, is notorious 
for supporting segregation and 
making racist comments about 
Arabs.

Zionist Union, Labor, Hatnuah
The left-wing Zionist Union has 
officially dissolved, as Labor 
leader Avi Gabbay announced 
the end of his partnership with 
Tzipi Livni and the Hatnuah par-
ty. Gabbay made the announce-
ment on live television with Livni 
in the room, apparently without 
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notifying her of the develop-
ment beforehand. As of Feb-
ruary 18, 2019, Tzipi Livni has 
announced her retirement from 
Israeli politics.

Joint List
The third largest party in the 
Israeli Knesset is the Joint List, 
a combination of the Hadash, 
Joint Arab List, and Balad par-
ties that primarily represent the 
Arab-Israeli community. Former 
Joint List member Ahmad Tibi 
announced that his Arab Move-
ment for Renewal Party would 
separate itself from the Joint 
List and run independently in 
the April election. This decision 
was unpopular among other 
Joint List members, who believe 
that banding together despite 
wide differences in ideology is 
the only way they can hope to 
defeat Likud. Notorious Balad 
leader Hanin Zoabi is stepping 
down after serving for ten years 
in the Knesset. Over the course 
of this time, she has expressed 
support for terrorist group 
Hamas and referred to IDF sol-
diers as murderers. She fully un-
derstands that her views are ap-
preciated by some and despised 
by many others

Conclusion
Whatever the outcome, 2019 
promises to be a fascinating 
election with plenty of politically 
charged, fiery Hebrew rhetoric. 
Not included in this analysis are 
~12 other parties who command 
some degree of representation 

and are significant to the out-
come of the election. Knesset 
elections are very complex with 
many facets and always have the 
potential to entertain. 

Personally, I find the candidacy 
of Benny Gantz and the Israel 
Resilience Party to be the most 
appealing option. The main issue 
that Israel faces is the ongoing 
conflict over the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip territories and Gantz 
offers a new perspective after 
ten straight years of a Netanya-
hu-led government. Like legend-
ary Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, 
Gantz has a military background 
that Israelis will trust when he 
deals in matters of national se-
curity. Gantz has also  shown a 
desire to negotiate and come 
to peaceful terms in a way that 
Netanyahu has not. Finally, Net-
anyahu is very unpopular among 
liberal American Jews, the most 

prominent group of diaspora 
Jews. Netanyahu is known to be 
weak in the area of Israel-dias-
pora relations, alienating liberal 
Jews who feel uncomfortable 
backing Israeli policies, particu-
larly those towards settlements 
in the West Bank. Having a new 
Prime Minister like Gantz could 
be crucial in gaining back the 
support of these individuals as 
Israel looks to its allies like the 
United States for military and 
diplomatic support. With Labor 
and Hatnuah both very weak, 
Gantz and Yesh Atid could pro-
vide a Center-Left resurgence 
that improves Israel’s interna-
tional reputation while still main-
taining national security.

The new alliance that Netanya-
hu is working to form with for-
merly fringe far-right Parties that 
might result in making them into 
mainstream candidates is ex-
tremely worrisome for Israel’s 
government policies as well as 
its reputation around the world. 
I believe that it is time for a more 
moderate faction to take power 
and work to bring people to-
gether around viable solutions 
to Israel’s problems so there can 
exist both a Jewish homeland 
and functional democracy in the 
Middle East. 

Having a new Prime 
Minister like Gantz 
could be crucial in 
gaining back the 
support of these 
individuals as Israel 
looks to its allies 
like the United 
States for military 
and diplomatic 
support. 
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On February 9th, 2019, Eliz-
abeth Warren officially an-
nounced her candidacy for the 
2020 U.S. presidential election. 
While her announcement came 
as no surprise to the general 
public, it elicited a response 
less enthusiastic than her sup-
porters would have hoped. 
Since the 2016 presidential 
campaign, Warren’s star status 
in the Democratic party has 
slowly faded. Plagued by a se-
ries of scandals and scolded for 
fighting back against Trump’s 
Twitter-based polemic, War-
ren’s presidential prospects 
have dwindled. She has been 
reduced to a series of sound-
bites, coming to fall within the 
category of ‘political trope’ 
more so than ‘presidential can-
didate.’ Unfortunately, these 
moments of weakness often-
times overshadow Warren’s 
political platform, in addition 
to her basic humanity.

Last summer, I was traveling 
with my family in the Canadian 
Rockies. Before we set out on a 
hike for the day, we stopped off 
at a Canadian version of IHop 
for breakfast. As we waited 
for our food, my younger sis-
ter whispered something in my 
mom’s ear that I couldn’t hear. 
She pointed to a woman who 
looked to be about 65 years 
old, wearing a purple polo and 
eating with a man who I pre-
sumed to be her husband. With 

my attention now focused on 
the couple, I managed to catch 
a few words of their conversa-
tion. The woman was Elizabeth 
Warren. I gasped. Of all the 
diners in all of North America, 
my family and I were seated 
across from Elizabeth Warren.
My mom is very politically in-
volved. You can find her six out 
of seven nights a week curled 
up on the couch watching 
MSNBC for hours. She was a 
big Hillary fan, and she adored 
Elizabeth Warren too. So, nat-
urally, she stood up and intro-
duced herself to Warren and 
her husband. My mom thanked 
her for all that she’s done 
and remarked how her three 
daughters, smiling behind her, 
looked up to Warren as a role 
model. Warren thanked my 
mother for her kind words, ap-
pearing to genuinely appreci-
ate the gesture.

As Warren and her husband 
got up to leave, she came over 
to our table. She put her hand 
on my shoulder and leaned in-
-a secret reserved for my mom 
and two sisters. “Listen girls,” 
she said. “We are going to 
need you now more than ever. 
We can’t give up. Stay strong. 
Keep fighting. We will get 
there.”

If she had said those words 
during a stump speech to a 
crowd of thousands, I might not 

have believed it. But she said it 
directly to me. I felt a combina-
tion of fear and excitement in 
her voice. It was inspiring. But 
most of all, it was humanizing. 
This essay is not aimed at 
getting you to support Eliza-
beth Warren. You don’t have 
to like her. You do, however, 
have to understand her as a 
human being, one who cares 
deeply about the state of this 
country. One who has made 
mistakes, and like everyone 
else in this world, is trying her 
best to move forward and lift 
the country upward. That is no 
small task. 

Maybe she is not the right per-
son for the job. But she also 
may very well be. Presiden-
tial campaigns seem to focus 
more on what the candidate 
has done wrong rather than 
on what they can do right for 
America. It’s about scandals 
rather than policy, rumors rath-
er than morals. So here’s my 
takeaway from that random en-
counter in a rural Canadian din-
er: let’s take our time and think 
about who our presidential 
candidates are and what they 
want for this country. Recog-
nize their flaws and errors but 
do not allow these mistakes to 
define them as humans. I don’t 
know Warren’s vision for the 
country yet. All I know is that 
my ears are open. 

Also, she eats eggs and toast 
for breakfast.

Kate Rosenfeld
Elizabeth Warren
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