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UCLA students protest the California 
Supreme Court’s decision upholding 
Proposition 8, which bans gay marriage.

Vital Signs

By Neha SrivaStava

“Triumph of A Dreamer,” a recent op-ed 
by Nicholas D. Kristof in The New York 
Times, exquisitely captures the extent of 
human potential evidenced by a passionate 
individual. In the article, he traces the life of 
Tererai Trent, a woman who escaped rural 
Zimbabwean poverty to pursue a Doctorate 
degree in America. With an abusive husband 
and five children yet still desiring an educa-
tion, Trent exemplifies those who have the 
talent and determination to 
triumph despite all odds. Yet, 
Kristof aptly reminds us that 
these qualities do not safe-
guard success as he remarks, 
“talent is universal, while 
opportunity is not.”

This issue of Vital Signs 
showcases the perseverance 
of people globally, while 
also examining the dearth 
of opportunity many others 
face. In this issue, you will 
learn that Kenyan students 
are highly motivated to pur-
sue education necessary to 
elevate themselves. The incredible tenacity 
of Kristof and his wife Sheryl WuDunn in 
improving the status of women will astound 
you. You will also see the drive of Iranians to 
get justice and political autonomy from their 
government, despite the threat of torture and 
imprisonment. 

However, opportunities for success are 
simply unattainable to many. Child soldiers in 
Africa are inextricably entrenched in a system 

Awareness and Passion
of violence and hopelessness. The unfathom-
able warring between the Hutus and Tutsis of 
Rwanda resulted in pure genocide. Yet, who is 
to argue that the next Curie or vos Savant could 
not have existed among the millions killed? 
So many people lack the means of obtaining 
education that would permit them to rise up 
and develop their talents. We cannot selfishly 
assume that it is only we who possess talent 
and brains in this world. 

It’s crucial to see both sides of the coin: 
for millions of people worldwide, progress 
takes a combination of individual persistence 

and social help. These ar-
ticles are a testament to this 
understanding, as well as to 
the passion for global causes 
felt by our student body. 
Clearly, like Tererai Trent, 
Pingry students possess high 
personal aspirations. But, 
in accordance to Kristof’s 
view, since we stand from 
places of opportunity, we 
also must dream for others. 

I do not argue that each 
Pingry student should grow 
to become a social activist, 
rather, that we be aware of 

the world’s social fabric and its inherent in-
equalities. This extends to Sean Salomon’s im-
passioned and heartfelt article on the injustice 
of Proposition 8. Then, the natural step after 
personal awareness is to spread the word. Vital 
Signs, of course, is the perfect conduit of stu-
dent opinion. As my high school career draws 
to a close, I’ve realized and truly appreciated 
the essential purpose of this magazine — to 
cultivate awareness and inspire passion. 

Thus, I’d like to thank the students who 
contributed to this issue. I hope students con-
tinue to write for this magazine with the same 
excitement, with the same boldness and tenac-
ity that characterize each article. As Kristof 
would argue, when equipped with personal 
determination and a global understanding, we 
too can triumph. 

IN THIS 
ISSUE
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By SeaN SalamoN

AFTER the passage of California’s 
Proposition 8 back on Election Day 
2008, I felt miserable. That night, I 

stayed up and watched our country elect its 
first black president, noting that the progress 
America had made was incredible. The next 
morning, however, I woke up to find that 
voters in California had passed a measure 
banning same-sex marriage in their state 
once again. Four short months after the state 
Supreme Court ruled discrimination against 
gay people illegal, 52 percent of California 
voters opted to overturn this decision. I could 
have cried. This was not the progress that I 
had witnessed the night before. 

The very idea of voting on other people’s 
marriages, be it gay or lesbian or interracial 
or any other, appalls me. We don’t vote on 
straight marriages! Shouldn’t we know bet-
ter by now? Haven’t the black civil rights 
movement, woman’s suffrage, and countless 
other civil rights battles shown us that deny-
ing rights to a minority, simply because the 
majority claims superiority, is inexcusable? 
Must each generation learn the same lesson? 
 After much thought, it seems to me that each 
generation, in some way or another, must 

relearn acceptance. Just as white children of 
the 1960s learned to accept their black peers 
as equal, men and women of the present will 
learn to accept their gay peers as equal.Those 
who find themselves opposed to same-sex 
marriage should know that sometime in the 
not-so-distant future, they too will “relearn 
acceptance.” Thirty years from now, we will 
look back on today and regard Proposition 
8 with shame, much like the way we look 
upon separate water fountains for blacks, feel 
embarrassed and question how anybody could 
be so near-sighted and prejudiced? 

My point is simple: Proposition 8 was 
disappointing, but it is irrelevant. Same-sex 
marriage and all other forms of gender equal-
ity are inevitable. Just recently, we saw hard 
proof of this: Iowa legalized same-sex mar-
riage, followed by Vermont five days later, 
and then Maine. The tide of history is turning, 
and all of us are very privileged because we 
are witnessing the turning point as we speak. 
The question is no longer if, but when?So, 
how can the average person help bring about 
this change as quickly as possible?First, if 
you are gay, bisexual, or transgendered, come 
out of the closet. Who you are should not be 
a secret. 

Of course, coming out requires much 
self-examination and is easier said than done 

— depending on to whom you come out, you 
may face bigotry, and you may lose friends. 
However, coming out does more good than 
harm because it changes people’s minds about 
gay people. When individuals who disparage 
about gay people are confronted with several 
people they know and like that are gay, it 
puts things in perspective. People who know 
gay people are much less likely to be against 
gay rights. Coming out has the potential to 
change minds. Still, it is dangerous for many 
American teens who fear and/or face eviction 
from their homes if their parents find out that 
they are gay.

The second way you can help is by actively 
opposing prejudice. When people use the term 
“faggot” or the phrase “That’s so gay,” tell 
them that they are insulting you or someone 
you know. Likewise, when someone belittles 
gay people or argues that they don’t deserve 
equal rights, speak out. Let this person know 
what you think. Oftentimes, just knowing that 
someone else thinks differently is enough to 
make somebody consider another point of 
view.Although gay rights are inevitable, our 
opposition will tirelessly seek to delay them. 
How will they do this? Put simply, they will 
lie. 

In fact, the main reason anti-gay refer-
CoNtiNued oN page 8
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By CaroliNe dreyfuSS

IMAGINE you have just been accepted to your dream school. You 
arrive to find that one of your courses has been eliminated. Or per-
haps you are a professor, and you face a pay cut or even a layoff. 

Many students and faculty have to face this reality on all the campuses 
that make up the highly respected University of California.

With an overall budget cut of $637.1 million, the UC system must 
reduce admissions, raise student fees and significantly limit curricula. 
For example, UC Irvine has halted admissions to its educational 
doctorate program, and put its Latin American studies program on 
hiatus while its class size is simultaneously expected to increase ten 
to 20 percent next year. A ten percent decrease in employment at the 
Irvine campus is also expected over the next five years, meaning fewer 
teachers and classes for the influx of students.

At UCLA, class sizes will be increased and majors and courses 
will be decreased by ten to 20 percent, and its Labor Center will 
close. At UC Santa Cruz, many general-education courses with fewer 

than 100 students enrolled have been canceled, as have the Bachelor 
of Arts program in earth sciences and the option to minor in music. 
Additionally, the UC Davis Medical Center has eliminated its liver 
transplant program. 

By cutting back on public education, California’s government 
will only exacerbate the state’s economic troubles by closing off 
the opportunities that a higher education brings to the population. 
Public education, especially public universities, has always provided 
affordable educational opportunities for people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Without these opportunities, those who cannot afford a 
more expensive private university education will not be able to move 
up the economic ladder. This will adversely affect California for many 
years to come. Without adequate education, people will not develop 
the expertise and skills needed to compete in the marketplace and this 
will increase the already astronomical 12.1 percent unemployment 
rate. More unemployment, in turn, will further undercut the tax base 
that funds services such as public education. 

These financial problems have been brewing for decades, but 
they have been compounded by the recession. In 1978, the people 
of California enacted Proposition 13, also known as the “People’s 
Initiative to Limit Property Taxation.” This measure lowered property 
taxes and capped them at one percent of property value, and contained 
a clause requiring a two-thirds majority vote of both houses of the 
Legislature to increase any tax, including income tax. When combined 
with other spending propositions passed over the years, Proposition 
13 has limited state revenue at a time when state expenditures have 
grown out of control. 

The recession was the last straw, and California has simply run 
out of money. It is ironic that an initiative-and-referendum system 
designed to give the people a greater voice now has demonstrated the 
dangers of pure democracy: when everyone has the chance to person-
ally vote on everything, people get swept up in their own opinions and 
there is no one there to look at each situation objectively. Although 
representative government does not completely cure this problem, 
the fact is that different politicians have different priorities, and vot-
ers can choose the candidate pledged to tackle the problem they are 
most concerned about. Such candidates, in turn, will have to find the 
money for the programs they wish to enact, either by cutting other 
programs or facing the politically difficult obligation of raising taxes. 
The initiative and referendum system seems attractive, but in reality 
it only relieves voters of the distasteful necessity of not just being 
“for” a proposal, but also finding the money to pay for it. Without a 
representative who will be judged in the next election by how well 
he or she has balanced competing interests, the people will never be 
forced to take responsibility for the negative effects their pet programs 
have caused the state or nation. 

It is time for California to face this uncomfortable political fact: 
public education is necessary for economic recovery, and economic 
recovery requires a level of state taxation that is not artificially capped 

Too Broke to Teach?

CoNtiNued oN page 22
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By KiraN Bhatt

THIS summer, at town hall meetings 
across the country, an alarming num-
ber of Americans angrily denounced 

President Obama’s health care plan as a “Nazi 
health care plan.” Even more Americans con-
demned other countries’ universal health care 
programs, calling them “socialized medicine.” 
In his book, The Healing of America: A Global 
Quest for a Better, Cheaper, and Fairer Health 
Care, Washington Post reporter T.R. Reid 
examines such claims by traveling to vari-
ous countries and looking at their health care 
plans. After evaluating them, Reid correctly 
concludes that health care should be regarded 
as a basic human right.

In the book, Reid describes his experience 
of having his sore shoulder examined and 
treated in ten wealthy, modernized countries, 
including France, Germany, Japan, Britain, 
and Canada. He also examines recent success-
ful health care reform efforts in Switzerland 
and Taiwan, nations that had systems similar 
to ours before undergoing reform. 

Before delving into his research, Reid CoNtiNued oN page 26

Learning    WorLdfrom  
the

outlines the three main health care models 
in the world: the Beveridge Model, the Bis-
marck Model, and the out-of-pocket system. 
Reid points out that all three systems work 
in America; for example, Native Americans, 
veterans, and military personnel all have cov-
erage provided by the government, similar to 
the Beveridge Model and the National Health 
Care System (NHS) in Britain. American peo-
ple over sixty-five have Medicare, a program 
similar to Canada’s government-run health 
care system. Those without health care in the 
U.S. and below a certain income, argues Reid, 
have coverage similar to people in Cambodia 
or Burkina Faso. This is under Medicaid. 

The book also includes one anecdote 
about Nikki White, an American too wealthy 
to qualify for Medicaid but too poor to buy 
her own insurance. When she was diagnosed 
with a treatable lupus erythematosus (a condi-
tion when the body immune system attacks its 
own tissues and organs), Nikki White had no 
insurance policy to cover her treatments, and 
eventually died. White’s experience is system-
atic of the tens of millions of Americans who 
are uninsured. Reid supplements his anecdote 
with persuasive facts and statistics; for ex-

ample, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
ranked the U.S’s health care system, based 
on quality and fairness, thirty-seventh in the 
world, just ahead of Slovenia and Cuba. 

Yet Americans spend 15.3 percent of our 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on health 
care, compared to 8 percent for Japan (10th) 
and 11.1 percent for France, which came in 
first in WHO’s rankings. In total, our health 
care system has become “excessively ex-
pensive, ineffective and unjust,” according 
to Reid.

The first country Reid visits is France, 
which follows the Bismarck model. The con-
sultation with an orthopedist for his shoulder 
costs about 35 dollars, but insurance covers 
70 percent of the visit, for an out-of-pocket 
cost of ten dollars. French citizens are set 
up with an insurance plan through their em-
ployer. Furthermore, the French insurance 
companies are nonprofit and cannot deny 
anyone for preexisting conditions. Everyone 
keeps their insurance, even if they are laid off 
or change jobs. The most significant French 
innovation has been the carte vitale, or vital 
card. Consumer information and treatment, 
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By alBert magNell

PRESIDENT Barack Obama recently 
traveled to Wall Street and gave a 
speech discussing his plan to revive 

the economy. The President stresses three 
points in his speech. While some aspects of 
his points are valid, his proposed policies 
are misdirected.

Asserting that the previous inaction of 
the government must not be allowed to 
happen again, the Obama Administration 
proposes a Consumer Financial Protec-
tion Agency. President Obama blames the 
economic crisis on irresponsible financial 
firms and irresponsible Americans, “who 
took out loans they knew they couldn’t af-
ford” and “signed contracts they didn’t fully 
understand.” 

The new Consumer Financial Protec-
tion Agency is supposed “to ensure that 
consumers get information that is clear and 
concise, and to prevent the worst kinds of 

abuses.” Addressing 
concerns that the new 
agency would “restrict 
the choices available to 
consumers,” the Presi-
dent stresses that “By 
setting ground rules, 
we’ll increase the kind 
of competition that 
actually provides peo-
ple better and greater 
choices, as companies 
compete to offer the 
best product, not the 
one that’s most com-
plex or confusing.”

The second point 
focuses on “loopholes” 
in the financial system 
and those that took ad-
vantage of them. The 
President describes 
how “lenders profit 

by providing loans to borrowers who they 
knew would never repay, because the lender 
offloaded the loan and the consequences to 
someone else.” He recognizes that many 
firms felt the squeeze to “game the system,” 
since those that did not would inevitably 
lose money. 

Obama proposes creating “an oversight 
council to bring together regulators from 
across markets to share information, to iden-
tify gaps in regulation, and to tackle issues 
that don’t fit neatly into an organizational 
chart.” The council would monitor firms, 
making sure that no one is exploiting any 
loopholes. The ultimate purpose of this is to 
ensure that large firms do not take risks that 
could threaten the entire financial system.

Obama argues that while the American 
people have financial protection under the 
FDIC, “we don’t have any kind of process 
in place to contain the failure of a Lehman 
Brothers or AIG.” He ends the second point 
by saying that firms need to be more respon-
sible and prudent and taxpayers would be 

Obama on 
Wall Street

CoNtiNued oN page 8

fully reimbursed by the financial industry 
for any additional bailouts.

The third and final point is that the 
United States not only needs to be more 
united but also needs to close the gaps be-
tween other countries. Obama regards the 
G-20 meeting, which recently convened in 
Pittsburgh, as playing “an important role in 
the future.” He believes “enforcing trade 
agreements is part and parcel of maintaining 
an open and free trading system.” 

Describing himself as “a strong believer 
in the power of the free market,” he says he 
“did not run for President to bail out banks 
or intervene in the capital markets.” Nev-
ertheless, he insists the government needs 
to take a more active role in the market 
because inaction led to the failures. He ends 
by telling Americans to be more responsible 
and “to embrace serious financial reform, 
not fight it.”

The President’s argument that one of 
the problems that led to the recession was 
the exploitation of loopholes is sound; 
however, his plan to create an oversight 
council will hurt business and the consum-
ers. What ultimately will affect the success 
of any of these policies is whether or not 
Americans will learn to be more responsible 
with their money. For instance, when the 
housing bubble burst, which was a signal 
that something even worse was imminent, 
many people were laying the blame on 
the banks that made the risky mortgages. 
While the banks definitely shared in the 
blame, the decisions of the irresponsible 
people to even consider such mortgages, 
much less accept them, were the driving 
force behind the crisis. If President Obama 
does not drive blame hard enough into the 
Americans who were irresponsible, then 
despite any new regulations, the problems 
will still persist. 

Furthermore, history has shown that 
government intervention during a time of 
financial crisis does not fix things. What 

mario tama / getty imageS

President Obama speaks about the financial crisis at Federal Hall, 
Wall Street, Sept. 14, 2009.
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By aNdrew youNg

THE oil crisis of 2007-2008 has all the makings of a roller-coaster, 
with oil prices peaking at $147 per barrel in July of 2008 and 
then diving to $34 in December. Since then, prices have doubled 

and have now stabilized at $70 dollars a barrel. In many ways, this 
oil scenario is a portrait of the irrational exuberance that has plagued 
the world during these two past boom-and-bust years. Only a global 
recession of unprecedented severity has managed to put a temporary 
brake to a runaway problem of continued oil shortage. 

According to many experts, the increase in global demand for oil 
has steadily outpaced the total world’s oil production capacity. Having 
peaked at 85 million barrels a day in 2005, the total oil production has 
since declined slightly. This stagnation in oil production capacity is 
in line with the so-called “Peak Oil” concept first proposed by Shell 
geologist Marion King Hubbert in 1956. More than 50 years ago, Hub-
bert correctly predicted that in 1970, the crude oil production within 
the United States and in the world would both peak and then decline. 
Once this maximum had been reached, the global oil production would 
decline forever afterwards. As predicted by Hubbert, “Peak Oil” will 
occur when roughly half of the world's oil reserves have been used 
up. Since all oil fields peak in production and then decline, the global 
“Peak Oil” is the extrapolation of individual oil field pattern to the 
market situation in general.

In the last three years, the oil production levels have indeed started 
to show signs of decline. In both 2006 and 2007, production was less 
than the 85 million barrels a day. In marked contrast to the stagnating 
oil production levels, the global demand for oil has been increasing at 

an average rate of two percent during this same period. 
As the gap between a faltering supply and an increasing demand 

grows larger, a ratcheting up of oil prices naturally occurs. Indeed, this 
relationship has been clearly demonstrated through the roller-coaster 
changes in oil prices of the last two years. That is, once prices rise, 
demand for oil will eventually fall. Prices will then fall once again and 
thus cause demand to pick up. 

Due to the global recession and its impact on consumer lifestyles, 
oil consumption is down, though it is currently only five percent lower 
from a couple of years ago. Nonetheless, even amidst the recession, 
oil prices have doubled since the beginning of the year. Presumably, it 
should not take much of an increase in demand to quickly push prices 
up again. On the other hand, a decreased demand has less impact on 
the price of oil since production is declining.

There is a bit of good news, though. In 2009, 200 new oil fields 
have been discovered on five different continents. British Petroleum 
announced a giant oil discovery in the Gulf of Mexico this past Sep-
tember, a discovery that may be the largest of its kind in that region. 
Also, according to HIS Cambridge Energy Research Association, oil 
discoveries in 2009 will likely reach the highest level since 2000 if 
they continue at the current pace. 

Given the current global recession, the decline in consumer de-
mand, and the new wave of oil discoveries, what can we make of the 
recent oil crisis? 

According to the EIA, or the Energy Information Administration of 
the U.S. Department of Energy, the oil shortage is far from over. Each 
year, this agency publishes a 250+ page report known as International 
Energy Outlook that compiles the results of leading researchers. It is 

Is the Oil Crisis Over?

CoNtiNued oN page 25
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CoNtiNued from page 3

Gay Rights

got America out of the 
Great Depression was 
not Roosevelt’s New 
Deal but World War 
II: the war economy 
pushed forth the need 
for a maximally pro-
ductive society and ev-
eryone had a job, be it 
on the war front or in 
the defense industries. 

One of the reasons 
banks were making 
poor decisions regard-
ing loans is that the 
government originally 
encouraged such loans. 
All banks take risks. 
While some invest-
ments may be obvious 
good or bad ones, many 
are in a gray area. By 
creating regulations 

CoNtiNued from page 6

Obama on Wall 
Street

endums pass is that its supporters lie to 
the public about the potential effects of 
same-sex marriage. Last fall, according to 
The New York Times, gay rights opponents 
claimed that if Proposition 8 weren’t passed, 
churches would be forced to perform same-
sex marriages. A new series of television 
advertisements in New Jersey erroneously 
claim that, if same-sex marriage were legal, 
doctors would “be forced to choose between 
their faiths and their jobs.” The ad does not 
even explain what this means. These claims 
are lies, and the responsibility is on you to 
seek and know the truth.Thus, the final way 
you can bring about change is by educat-
ing yourself about the issue. You may have 
learned some things from this article alone, 
but don’t just take my word for it. We are the 
generation, together in concert, that is go-
ing to bring full equality to gay people, and 
neither hell nor high water can stop us.

S o u r C e S :  s a l o n . c o m / p o l i t i c s / w a r _
r o o m / 2 0 0 9 / 0 4 / 0 8 / m a r r i a g e / i n d e x .
html?source=refresh; nytimes.com/2008/10/27/
us/27right

and committees that would further restrict 
what banks can and cannot do, many of the 
investments in that gray area would be re-
jected. This would diminish the profits of the 
banks, but it would reduce loans to enterpris-
ing Americans. 

Another problem is that Obama wants “to 
put an end to the idea that some firms are ‘too 
big to fail,’ ” yet he is unwilling to let said 
firms fail. Although some financial institu-
tions have a lot of money and are connected 
to a lot of people, we cannot let those condi-
tions change our view toward maintaining a 
free market. If a firm that is “too big to fail” 
is guaranteed the security of a stimulus pack-
age and/or a government bailout, it will be 
more inclined to make poor decisions and the 
economy will be worse off as a whole. If that 
firm does not have a safety net under it, then 
it will make more sound decisions, though 
it will still make some risky decisions that 
would be vetoed by an “oversight council.” 

If the firm eventually fails, then two pos-
sibilities arise. The first is the notable domino 
effect, where when one institution falls, an-
other falls, and another, leading into a cascade 
of failures. However, this worst-case scenario 
arises when there is widespread irresponsibil-
ity among borrowers and strict government 
regulations forcing the banks to lend money 
to irresponsible people. If the government 
took a laissez-faire stance, then instead of a 
domino effect occurring, a firm that was do-
ing well would simply buy the firm that was 

crashing. Instead of forcing taxpayers to pay 
for other people’s problems, the government 
should stay out of the market. This would have 
a positive effect on the economy.

Although President Obama means to 
do good, some of his economic policies, 
in particular the ones that have to do with 
regulating the economy, seriously interfere 
with capitalism. For the most part, capitalism 
works. It may seem unfair, but people seem 
to forget that that is how life is. Capitalism 
gives people an incentive to work and rewards 
those who do.

 In looking at a picture of the Earth at 
night, we can see that all of the nations that 
espouse capitalism are filled with light. One 
of the most startling juxtapositions in this is 
North Korea contrasted with South Korea. 
Ever since the division of Korea, South Korea 
has practiced capitalism, and North Korea 
has practiced Communism. If we look at any 
version of the picture, South Korea is com-
pletely lit up, and North Korea is completely 
dark. While the people of South Korea enjoy 
luxuries, the people of North Korea starve. 
Hopefully our President will be able to see 
the light that millions of others have seen and 
prospered from seeing.

SourCeS: President Obama’s Speech to Wall 
Street on September 14, 2009. ibtimes.com/
articles/20090914/obamas-wall-street-speech-
video-transcript.htm (accessed 9/15/09); ibtimes.
com/articles/20090914/text-obamawall-street-
speech_all.htm

mario tama / getty imageS
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By ShaaN gurNaNi

EDWARD M. Kennedy, the last of the Kennedy brothers, passed 
away at the age of 77 on August 25, 2009. He was called the 
“Lion of the Senate” and widely considered one of the greatest 

U.S. Senators in history, but, early on, little was expected from this 
fourth son of the legendary Kennedy family. 

Ted Kennedy had seriously considered abandoning politics after 
the traumatic assassinations of two of his three older brothers, former 
President John F. Kennedy in 1963 and Senator Robert Kennedy in 
1968. The first-born son, Joseph Jr., was killed in action during the 
Second World War. As the only surviving Kennedy son, Ted Kennedy 
opted to remain in the Senate where he served for 46 years, becom-
ing the third-longest-serving Senator in U.S. history and one of the 
country’s greatest legislators. In fact, were it not for his reputation as 
a womanizer and incidents such as Chappaquiddick, Kennedy could 
have been elected President and led the nation.

Kennedy was born on February 22, 1932 to Rose Fitzgerald Ken-
nedy, daughter of a former mayor of Boston, and Joe Kennedy, a 
wealthy businessman who dreamed that his oldest son would one day 
be President of the United States.1950 was an eventful year for Ted 
Kennedy. His oldest brother was dead and the next born, John Fitzger-
ald Kennedy, was being groomed to fulfill his father’s dreams. Ted 
Kennedy was at Harvard College and was expelled for cheating on an 
exam. He then joined the army. In the fall of 1953, he was readmitted 
to Harvard, where he majored in government. After graduation, Ted 
Kennedy went on to study law at the University of Virginia.

Surrounded by the successes of his brothers, Kennedy got an 
early start in politics. While still in law school, he was the campaign 
manager for John’s 1958 successful bid for a second term as Senator. 
After the family’s pinnacle in 1960 when John was elected President, 
the opportunity arose for the younger Kennedy to take over John’s 

Senate seat. In 1962, at the age of 30, the minimum age specified by 
the Constitution, Kennedy was elected to the Senate. 

After Senator Robert Kennedy was killed during his campaign for 
the Democratic presidential nomination in 1968, “Kennedy was seen 
by many as his brother’s heir,” as ABC put it. In fact, had he decided 
to enter the 1968 presidential race, he may have had a strong chance 
of making it to the White House. However, the 1969 Chappaquiddick 
incident changed his reputation forever.

On July 18th, after a party on Chappaquiddick Island, just off 
Martha’s Vineyard, Kennedy left the gathering with Mary Jo Ko-
pechne. Kennedy drove off of a bridge and the car landed in the water; 
although Kennedy managed to escape, Kopechne, 28, drowned, still 
entombed in the car.

Questions arose immediately: why were they driving together so 
late? Why did Kennedy report the accident 10 hours later? Was Ken-
nedy drunk? According to Time, the inquest following the incident de-
termined “that Kennedy had lied when he said he was taking Kopechne 
back to [her hotel in] Edgartown.” Additionally, his negligent driving 
had possibly contributed to her death. Kennedy pleaded guilty to a 
misdemeanor charge and received a two-month suspended sentence.

However, as Richard Lacayo said in Time, under the shadow of 
Chappaquiddick, “he was [politically] sentenced to life.” Although 
Kennedy was re-elected to the Senate in 1970, this tragedy would 
impede Kennedy’s presidential ambitions.

After the incident, Kennedy stayed on the sidelines of the Demo-
cratic presidential nomination in 1972 and then again in 1976. Kennedy 
ran unsuccessfully for the Democratic nomination in 1980, losing 
to incumbent President Jimmy Carter. However, as Lacayo wrote, 
“Because the White House was never again a serious option for him, 
he was free to concentrate once and for all on legislating.” Perhaps 
Kennedy contributed more to the nation by not making it to the White 
House. As a U.S.Senator, he authored at least 300 laws and many of 

The 
LasT 
Lion
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Bobby, Teddy, and Jack, around 1962.
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By huNter StireS

I spent a lot of my summer with the dis-
tinguished historian David McCullough. 
For those who don’t know him, he writes 

excellent works on American history. I per-
sonally consider him one of the best historians 
and a wonderful writer. Mr. McCullough 
is everything a great storyteller should be: 
funny, intelligent, and can make me feel like I 
am in the room with the subjects of the story. 
He has won the Pulitzer Prize not once, but 
TWICE! 

My first encounter with Mr. McCullough 
was while I was reading Brave Companions. 
This is a collection of articles that he wrote, 
with topics that range from the construction of 
the Panama Railroad to a portrait of Charles 
Lindbergh to the building of the Brooklyn 
Bridge. He really knows how to make the 
reader appreciate the challenges that were 
overcome to create amazing architectural 
wonders or to revel in the adventures of Teddy 
Roosevelt in the Badlands of the Dakotas. 
In one article about Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
the author of the seminal book Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, Mr. McCullough helped me to under-
stand the power of one book and how it can 
change the course of a country’s history. Per-
haps President Lincoln 
put it best when he met 
Stowe, “So you’re the 
little woman who made 
this big war.”

Later in the sum-
mer, I heard Mr. Mc-
Cullough’s wonderful 
speech given at a Thom-
as Jefferson symposium 
called, “The Course of 
Human Events.” It is tre-
mendously humorous, 
engaging, and inspiring. 
And he has a very kind 
voice that conveys the 
magical message, “Let 
me tell you a story. . .”

He shared with me 
some of the books he 
read as a boy and that led 
to his love of an exciting 
tale of adventure. These 

included such great works as Two Years Be-
fore the Mast, The Last of the Mohicans, The 
Caine Mutiny, and A Stillness at Appomattox. 
He made me want to head out to the library 
and track down each and every one! 

Later, Mr. McCullough shared with me 
some great stories about our second president. 
If you’ve read his book John Adams, you 
probably know that Mr. McCullough has a 
wonderful wit and charm as he conveys an 
evident affection for his subjects. He describes 
John Adams as “a talker.” He explains that the 
reason the Vice President (who also serves as 
President of the Senate) cannot speak while in 
the Senate Chamber is because of John Adams 
being too talkative. 

I think I need to learn how to be a little 
more quiet myself. Mr. McCullough’s Pulitzer 
Prize-winning book has brought a somewhat 
underappreciated founding father, flaws and 
all, out of relative obscurity and rescued him 
from the footnotes of history. He brings a 
wonderful human element to his writing that 
reminds me that such great men as Adams and 
Washington were not the statues and somber 
portraits that are often associated with our 
Founding Fathers. These were real human 
beings with the talents and flaws that make 
up each individual.

Perhaps the most profound lesson he has 

My Summer with David McCullough
taught me is that what we regard as a tidy, 
crisp, clear past was, in fact, a very uncertain 
present for someone like George Washing-
ton. I once heard David McCullough say, 
“Washington, Jefferson, John Adams, and 
their contemporaries didn't walk about say-
ing, ‘Isn’t it charming, us living in the past in 
our funny clothes.’ ” We can too easily look 
back from the modern comfort of 2009 and 
think that the outcome of the Revolution was 
a foregone conclusion, for example. However, 
that “foregone conclusion” was completely 
the opposite. It was their very real and daunt-
ing present, not our picture perfect past. As 
witnesses to the present world, living through 
our own first draft of history, we would do 
well to remember this perspective. 

Mr. McCullough is currently sharing the 
story of the Panama Canal with me. If you 
don’t know, he wrote an excellent book called 
The Path Between the Seas about the building 
of the canal. After this long and wonderful 
summer with Mr. McCullough, I only can 
imagine what a joy and honor it would be 
to meet this great author and historian in 
person.

Hunter Stiles is in Form I, and Vital Signs 
looks forward to many contributions from him 
throughout his Pingry experience.

hunter StireS
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By eriKa lampert

NEWS crews were kicked out, cell phone services cut, social 
networking sites banned — this all happened just months ago, 
immediately following the largely controversial presidential 

election in Iran. With the censorship that pervades the world we live 
in today, of which the reaction of the Iranian government to its recent 
election is just one example, it is difficult not to think about how 
powerful journalism can be. Journalism is a potent mechanism for 
communicating the truth and thus poses a tremendous threat to those 
who wish to conceal it. The work of journalist Nicholas Kristof epito-
mizes the impact that journalism can have on the social and political 
fabric of today’s world. 

In his New York Times Op-Eds, Kristof goes where so many are 
afraid to, exposing truths that are generally ignored. He has been de-
scribed as a journalist with courage and leadership comparable to that 
of the great broadcast journalist Edward R. Murrow.

Extending the impact of his journalistic work, Kristof’s most re-
cent project is a book he co-wrote with his wife, Sheryl WuDunn. In 
1990, WuDunn and Kristoff won the Pulitzer Prize for International 
Reporting as New York Times correspondents in Beijing during the 
Tiananmen Square protests. They were the first husband and wife team 
to jointly receive a Pulitzer Prize. Their latest collaboration is Half 
the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide, 

published this past September and inspired by the Chinese proverb, 
“Women hold up half the sky.” This book exposes the brutal treatment 
of women in developing countries while inspiring hope for change. 
While the masses of girls and boys in developing countries are born 
into poverty-stricken regions — areas where disease, war, and famine 
are commonplace — girls must deal with additional challenges simply 
because of their gender. 

Baby girls are frequently denied basic medical care and are fed 
far less than boys. If they survive until early childhood, they are not 
even given the most basic education. As young girls, they face the pos-
sibilities of being sold into the world of sex-trafficking, acid burnings, 
or simply just vanishing. Acid burning is a heinous action in which 
women are burned with acid, usually on their faces, for “dishonoring” 
a man. Dishonoring is construed as rejecting a marriage proposal or 
accusing him of raping her. Many of the victims are young girls. In 
some developing countries, a dowry is paid to the prospective husband. 
A denial of a marriage proposal represents a financial loss as well as 
a humiliation to the suitor. By burning the woman, he is ensuring 
that she will be worthless, unworthy of any future marriage contract. 
The perpetrator usually goes unpunished. Acid burning is common in 
Bangladesh and Afghanistan, where women have little value as human 
beings. Adequate medical treatment is usually not available for these 
terribly scarred women. 

If women live to bear children, they must then deal with the horrible 

Kristof and the Power of Journalism

CoNtiNued oN page 23

paula bronStein / getty imageS

In the only hospital 
burn unit in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh, two 
young women 
recuperate after 
their former 
boyfriends attacked 
them with battery 
acid.
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By mary Kate martiNSoN

MEN wage wars, and parents shield their children from 
violence. That’s how it has always been. In recent years, 
however, a new trend has spread worldwide. Children, some 

as young as seven, are picked up by government 
armies, handed AK-47s, and taught how to kill. 
As global warfare has increased, the number of 
child soldiers has skyrocketed to 300,000. In his 
autobiography A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a 
Boy Soldier, Ishmael Beah presents a powerful 
first-hand account of life as a child soldier.

Beah’s story begins as civil war breaks out 
in his peaceful home of Sierra Leone. After the 
attacking rebels murder his family for reasons 
unknown, 12-year-old Beah is forced to run for his 
life in the surrounding countryside. Traumatized by 
the violent death of his family, Beah has constant 
flashbacks throughout his journey, and often hears 
the agonizing voices of children and women in 
his mind. 

With a few other orphaned boys, Beah seeks 
refuge in the government army’s headquarters. A 
lieutenant recruits the boys who were aged seven 
to seventeen, and tells them, “This is your time to 
avenge the deaths of your families and to make sure 
more children do not lose their families … Think of 
it as destroying a great evil. It is the highest service 
you can perform for your country . . . Visualize the 
enemy, the rebels who killed your parents, your 
family, and those who are responsible for every-
thing that has happened to you.” 

In battle, Beah finds his first murder oddly 
comforting. After he kills a man, he says, “All the 
massacres I had seen since the day I was touched 
by war began flashing in my head. Every time I 
stopped shooting […] and saw my lifeless friends, 
I angrily pointed my gun into the swamp and killed 
more people.” With Rambo films and “brown” 
(cocaine mixed with gunpowder) to fuel them, the 
child soldiers are transformed into bloodthirsty kill-
ers who believe casual mass slaughter is a game. 
Beah writes, “My squad was my family, my gun 
was my provider and protector, and my rule was 
to kill or be killed.” 

Beah is one of the hundreds of thousands of 
children who have lost their childhoods to war. 
While training child soldiers is most prevalent 
in Africa, many Asian countries and parts of the 
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Young Mai-Mai militia soldier with AK-47  
before battle with Zaire government forces.
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By BeN BalliNtyN

THE 1994 Rwandan genocide did not 
end the massive killings in that region 
of Africa. In some ways, the genocide 

of 800,000 minority Tutsis and moderate Hu-
tus by the majority Hutus was a prelude to the 
killing of over 5,000,000 people in the greater 
area of the Congo. Can the present peace in 
Rwanda last, and can there ever be reconcili-
ation after such horrific human slaughter? 

The history of Rwanda and its relationship 
to the Congo can help us understand the pres-
ent. More importantly, perhaps we can learn 
from it to avoid the horror from repeating 
itself. The Rwandan genocide in 1994 was 
rooted in ethnic tension between the Hutus 
and the Tutsis. Until 1962 Rwanda was a 
colony of Belgium. The Belgians deliber-
ately used the policy of “divide and conquer,” 
bestowing upon the minority Tutsis an elite 
status. Tutsis were given many privileges 
including Western education and positions in 
the government. This favoritism toward the 
Tutsis caused strain between them and the 
majority Hutus. 

From 1959 to 1961, while still under 

Belgian control, the Rwandan Civil War was 
fought between the majority Hutus and the 
elite Tutsis. Many Tutsis fled to neighboring 
Uganda, where they formed the Rwandan 
Patriotic Front (RPF). Then in 1962 Rwanda 
became an independent country under a Hutu-
run government, which lasted for 30 years.

In 1990, the RPF, led by Paul Kagame, 
invaded Rwanda in an effort to regain control. 
The Hutu government, under the leadership 
of President Habyariman, was unable to sus-
tain a war against the RPF and so agreed to 
a ceasefire called the Arusha Accords, which 
gave considerable power back to the Tutsis. 
However this ceasefire did little to lessen the 
hate between the two sides and by 1994 the 
situation had intensified. 

Then, on April 6 1994, President Habya-
riman, a moderate Hutu, was killed when 
his plane was shot down. It is believed that 
those responsible were extremist Hutus who 
disagreed with Habyariman giving any power 
back to the Tutsis. According to Nancy Gibbs, 
a New York Times best selling author as well 
as an editor for Time Magazine, “Within 
minutes after the crash, soldiers of the presi-
dential guard, who most resisted any sharing 
of power, took to the streets along with mobs 

of drunken young men and began hunting 
down Tutsi civilians.” 

The President’s death opened the door to 
extremist Hutus who quickly began to mas-
sacre Tutsis in the capital city of Kigali. The 
Rwandan army was the main force behind 
the genocide and its soldiers went door to 
door in the capital killing all Tutsis and many 
moderate Hutus. 

Within the first week 20,000 civilians had 
been killed. As the violence increased all UN 
and Belgian peacekeeping forces were with-
drawn. This served as an invitation to the Hutu 
extremists to expand their campaign outside 
of the capital to towns in the countryside. The 
genocide spread across Rwanda.

While many of the Tutsi civilians were be-
ing slaughtered, the RPF was making progress 
against the Hutu Rwandan Army and eventu-
ally captured the capital of Kigali. After this, 
according to Leslie Alan Horvitz, author of 
several books and an authority on the situa-
tion in Rwanda, there was, “a mass exodus of 
almost 2 million Hutu soldiers and civilians 
into neighboring Zaire (now the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo), Burundi, and Tan-
zania.” The retaking of Kigali by the RPF 
concluded the genocide in Rwanda and many 
of those responsible for the killings were tried 
for war crimes. Horvitz writes: “In 100 days in 
1994, some 800,000 people, mainly members 
of the Tutsi ethnic group, were slaughtered in 
the East African nation of Rwanda, making 
it one of the worst atrocities in the bloody 
history of the 20th century.” 

After the genocide was over and many 
Rwandan politicians were interrogated, it 
seems that the genocide was not the spontane-
ous event that many believe it to have been. 
The genocide, according to Jean Kambanda, 
who was Prime Minister of Rwanda during 
the genocide, was in fact discussed during 
cabinet meetings in the Rwandan government. 
In 1993, the year before the genocide, three 
quarters of a million machetes, the weapon of 
choice for the young Hutu aggressors in the 
mass killings, were imported from China into 
Rwanda. In addition, weapons from Egypt and 
France were also imported to Rwanda in 1993 
in preparation for the genocide.

The period since the end of the Rwandan 
Genocide has seen even more violence and 
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Tanzanian soldiers guard Hutu refugees from Burundi.
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death than during the Genocide itself. In 
that time, there have been two major wars 
waged, in which Rwanda has played a cru-
cial part. After the Genocide, the Tutsi-led 
RPF took control of Rwanda, and the former 
RPF leader, Paul Kagame, asked a Hutu, 
Pasteur Bizimungu, to be the new president 
of Rwanda. However, Kagame made himself 
Vice-President and Defense Minister, control-
ling the army, and was the one who really had 
the power in Rwanda. 

Shortly after the new Tutsi government 
took power, militia made up of Hutu refugees 
in Zaire, calling themselves 
the Interahamwe, began at-
tacking Tutsis in Rwanda. 
These Interahamwe were 
the same Hutu civilians 
who had participated in the 
vicious killing of 800,000 
Tutsis during the genocide. They also killed 
many Tutsis that lived in Zaire, known as 
the Banyamulenge people. Mobutu Sese 
Seko, the current dictator in Zaire supported 
the Hutu militia and did nothing to stop the 

violence. The Banyamulenge people, a Tutsi 
ethnic group, had lived for hundreds of years 
in what is now the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. But the government has treated them 
as foreigners. After an order to leave Zaire was 
given to the Banyamulenge, they rebelled un-
der the leadership of Laurent Kabila. Rwanda 
and Uganda aided Kabila in fighting the Hutu 
militia, who at this point had allied themselves 
with the Zairian army. 

Thus, in 1997 the First Congo War began 
between Zaire under the leadership of Mobutu 
Sese Seko, and the AFDL (Banyamulenge and 

other Tutsi rebels) led by Laurent Kabila, and 
backed by Rwanda and Uganda. Kabila was 
successful in defeating the Hutus and over-
throwing Mobutu and capturing the capital 
city of Kinshasa. Kabila then established him-

self as the new leader of Zaire and renamed 
the country the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC). 

At first Kabila was seen as a liberator 
because Mobutu, the former leader, was a 
dictator who had used the little money Zaire 
had for his own benefit. However, Kabila 
failed to deliver on the promises he had made 
to the people and was nearly as poor a leader 
as Mobutu had been. In addition, after he 
had taken power, Kabila thanked Rwanda 
and Uganda for their assistance and then de-
manded that they withdraw their troops. Both 

countries refused to withdraw 
because there were still Hutu 
militia in the DRC and both 
Rwanda and Uganda enjoyed 
benefiting from the abun-
dance of valuable minerals 
in eastern DRC. Rwanda and 

Uganda quickly turned against Kabila, after 
he was unable to abolish the militia groups 
in eastern DRC, and sent troops to overthrow 
him. The Second Congo war was started.

In only weeks after Kabila had taken 
CoNtiNued oN page 22

Bloodshed and the mass rape and 
mutilation of women continue.
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In August, 1994, a young girl winces at the sight of a room full of decomposing bodies. Up to a million Tutsis were massacred by Hutus. 
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Nairobi Odyssey

Left: First-grade 
class celebrates 
its hundredth day 
of school with a 
hundred collected 
rocks. Below: Girls 
play volleyball at Top 
Ride Academy. 
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By louiSa lee

GETTING to Kenya felt 
like a trip out of the 
Odyssey; one six-hour 

layover and twenty-four hours 
of traveling later, my mother, my 
sister, and I finally stepped out 
of the cramped quarters of the 
plane and into the Jomo Kenyatta 
International Airport in Nairobi. 
I had read and heard so much 
about Kenya and its cultures, but 
all the knowledge I had garnered 
could not have prepared me for 
what lay ahead. 

Immediately the next morn-
ing, our trip was in full gear. We 
were whisked into a van blast-
ing Leona Lewis and Rihanna, 
but the familiar tunes belied 
the tense atmosphere. It took us 
about an hour to get to our hotel 
because streets were closed to 
prevent demonstrations against 
the country’s budget change. 

The very day of my arriv-
al, Kenya’s finance minister, 
Uhuru Kenyatta, announced 
the 2009-2010 budget plan, 

Above: Louisa’s mother and sister sing along with 
students in Maasai village. Below: Mother elephant with 
calf at foot of Mt. Kilimanjaro, Amboseli National Park. 
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unveiling a concerted effort to reform budget 
expenditures and reallocate money to develop 
infrastructure — a much needed change. Partly 
because agriculture makes up about a quar-
ter of Kenya’s economy, drought, the global 
economic crisis, and corruption have left the 
country ailing. 

Throughout my first day in Nairobi, seas of 
children in public school uniforms surrounded 
us, enjoying their city’s resources — a National 
Park and animal conservancy. And yet even here 
the disparity between the dusty yards of the 
public schools and the high gates of the private 
communities was blatant. January 2003 marked 
the beginning of free primary education in 
Kenya. Prior to that term, many students could 
not attend school simply because they could not 
afford the compulsory uniform. 

My first experiences with the Kenyan educa-
tional system were in Isinya, home to two Girls 
Learn International (GLI) sponsored schools: 
Top Ride Academy and the Noonkopir School. 
My stomach was a whirl of nervous fluttering as 
we drove up to the Noonkopir School gate. The 
Pingry Chapter of GLI has been corresponding 
with these girls, listening to their stories, and 
exchanging pictures for about five years now, 
and there I was, about to actually meet the very 
girls whose names I had seen only on paper. 

From the moment I met the first class, 
however, I felt at home. We were greeted in 
each classroom with an unfailing chorus of 
“wow” that quickly became enthusiastic hellos. 
I spent a few days sitting in on classes, touring 
the school, and just chatting with students and 
teachers. Conversation after conversation, it 
became obvious that a common teenage-girl 

Above: Maasai warrior starting a 
fire. Below: Dawn, Amboseli National 
Park; Nairobi headline announces 
new budget plan.
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experience overcomes ethnic and cultural differences. 
I told stories about my junior prom, and they about 
their dances. We talked about school and friends; I 
even learned some Swahili slang, and the girls squealed 
whenever I used it. 

The days I spent at Top Ride, a boarding school 
for children 7-14 year olds, were equally incredible. 
I couldn’t believe that some of those seven-year-olds 
are more self-sufficient than I am at seventeen. They 
clean the classrooms, dorms, dishes, and laundry,and 
have self-imposed rules. Many are orphans, and most 
are from Masaai tribes. Both Noonkopir and Top Ride 
stress the benefits of educating young Masaai girls, who 
make up the majority of enrollment at both schools. The 
boarding school environment prevents early marriages 
and shows them an alternate lifestyle and, most impor-
tantly, that they have a choice. Of course, I wondered 
what would happen to the Masaai culture should all 
these children be raised away from it, but education 
directly correlates to later marriages, HIV/AIDS aware-
ness, better nutrition, and lower infant mortality rates. 
This newly educated generation is an amazing asset to 
Kenya itself. 

Forty-two percent of Kenya’s population is aged 

From top: Maasai village, Amboseli; monkey begging 
to get into Louisa’s room; Maasai warriors share nyama 
choma (goat meat) with Louisa and her sister Catie.
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fourteen years or younger. The year 2008 marked the transfer 
to free secondary schooling, which translates into an entire, 
massive generation that has the opportunity to be educated. 
The new 2009 fiscal plan allocates even more money to ensure 
high school success rates; now, only universities must follow 
suit. The plan also hopes to address the issue of employing 
this new generation. This only means a bright future for both 
Kenya and the status of women. 

In my two weeks in Kenya, I was met with more smiles, 
warm hugs, and acceptance than I have encountered in my 
entire life. The kids I met were elated when I simply tried, 
sometimes unsuccessfully, to speak with them. The most 
important lesson I learned was the power of making an effort. 
What you give is what you get, and the incredible girls and 
boys I met are giving their all with the little they receive. 

From top: Louisa and her mother 
with Maasai family; giraffe; gate, 
Top Ride Academy; van spotted in 
Nairobi; vultures, Amboseli.
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By Neha SrivaStava

IBRAHIM Shariffi is one of the few Ira-
nian political prisoners willing to speak 
publicly about one of Iran’s most vicious 

forms of punishment. While others fear the 
retaliation of the government, Shariffi, who is 
now safely in Turkey, has come forward and 
spoken about the Kahrizak detention center, 
where he was beaten senseless and then raped 
by prison guards after he protested against 
Ahmadinejad’s victory in the presidential 
elections.

Rape and beating are only some examples 
of the tactics used by the Iranian prison system 
to inflict physical and psychological harm 
on those who oppose the regime. Although 
the U.S. is primarily concerned with Iran’s 
nuclear weapons program, it must speak out 
against violations of human rights wherever 
they occur. 

The aftermath of the presidential election 
on June 12th of this year plunged Iran into 
the worst unrest it has seen since the Islamic 
Revolution of 1979. The protesters claim that 
incumbent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had won 
by skewing votes and instigating violent ral-
lies. During the next three months, the Iranian 
government arrested thousands of protesters; 
those who had only marched and chanted 
slogans were subjected to painful, humiliating 
torture in jail. 

Their methods of torture included rip-
ping off prisoners’ fingernails, forcing them 
to lick toilet bowls and water from the floor, 
and suspending them upside down from the 
ceiling. Girls raped in prison were sometimes 
burned in acid to destroy physical evidence. 
Officials even threatened to kill the families 
of prisoners. In fact, men and women were 
often killed and their bodies left in remote 
areas throughout the country, leaving families 
and friends with no trace of their whereabouts. 

iran TorTures

Most families, terrified by the government, 
have remained silent. 

Iran has recently conceded that some 
prisoners have been tortured but has admitted 
to killing very few prisoners since the post-
election unrest. Prison authorities admitted 
that Mohsen Ruholamini, a protestor, died of 
“physical stress, conditions of imprisonment, 
repeated blows and harsh physical treat-
ment.” Still, his death was probably reported 
only because of his prominent conservative 
father, Abdul-Hossein Ruholamini, head of 
Iran's prestigious Pasteur Institute. In fact, 
Ruholamini was first reported to have died 
from meningitis, but the older Ruholamini 
found his son’s body bloody and bruised in 
a morgue.

The Iranian government vehemently de-
nies that any prisoners were raped. Reformist 
politician and former presidential candidate 
Mir-Hossein Moussavi, who encouraged the 
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Methods of torture included ripping off prisoners’ 
fingernails, forcing them to lick toilet bowls, and 
suspending them upside down from the ceiling.

afp / getty imageS

Demonstrators 
in Amsterdam 
protest Iranian 
regime and rigged 
elections, July, 
2009.
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them are considered major legislation.
While his personal life was in upheaval, including a divorce from 

his first wife, Kennedy’s career in the senate continued to flourish. He 
first called for a national health care system in 1966 and in 1970 he 
introduced his first bill to establish a system of universal health care 
coverage. This was the start of his focus on health care reform. The 
“liberal lion of the Senate,” as he was called, made several rousing 
speeches on the subject. Kennedy wanted to extend Medicare coverage 
to all Americans, providing health care for the uninsured. Furthermore, 
Kennedy felt that President Obama’s rise to the top was an important 
step towards health care reform.

Kennedy pushed for airline deregulation, required minimum sen-
tencing of convicted criminals, and endorsed arms-control talks with 
the then-Soviet Union. While Kennedy acted as the “torchbearer of 
liberalism,” he rejected partisanship and bridged the two parties. For 
example, as Lacayo wrote, “In the ’80s, he teamed repeatedly with the 
unlikeliest of allies, conservative Utah Republican Orrin Hatch.” In 
fact, in 1988, Hatch and Kennedy got the first major AIDS legislation 
passed, a one billion dollar spending measure for treatment, educa-
tion, and research.

Kennedy sank to another low point in his life in March 1991. 
While on a trip to Palm Beach, Florida, Kennedy led his 31-year-old 
son, Patrick, and his nephew William Kennedy Smith, then 30 years 
old, to a local bar. Smith was later accused of raping a woman he 
brought back to the family’s estate. Although Smith was acquitted, 
“the incident definitely left a dent in Kennedy’s armor,” as ABC put 
it. It brought back misgivings about Kennedy, his heavy drinking, and 
his womanizing.

Once again, however, Kennedy recovered from that damaging 
incident. He soon married Victoria Reggie, a successful marriage that 
lasted until his death. As Lacayo wrote, “The new marriage trans-
formed Kennedy, giving him a feeling of contentment and stability 
he had not enjoyed for years.” 

As a result, Kennedy went on to legislative accomplishments such 
as the Family and Medical Leave Act. Even after Republican President 
George W. Bush made it to the White House, Kennedy worked with 
him, leading efforts to pass the No Child Left Behind Act. But, in 2002, 
Kennedy was one of the 23 Senators who voted against authorizing 
the Iraq war. Just a few years later, he called it the ‘best vote’ he had 
ever cast in the Senate.

Assuming that Kennedy continued the same trajectory of intellec-
tual and political development, leadership, and achievement he took 
after Chappaquiddick, he would have made a great president. This is 
especially shown by his success in the Senate through his authoring 
of bills and espousing consistent liberal thought. Perhaps the Chap-
paquiddick incident and Kennedy’s subsequent loss of the Democratic 
nomination to Jimmy Carter, rerouted him to political triumph. As 
Lacayo pointed out, it truly does not matter that Kennedy never made 
it to the presidency because, “Any number of mere Presidents have 
been pretty much forgotten. But as the Romans understood, there can 
be Emperors of no consequence — and Senators whose legacies are 
carved in stone.”

SourCeS: time.com/time/politics/article/0,8599,1918758,00; abcnews.go.com/
Politics/TedKennedy/story?id=6692022; cnn.com/2008/POLITICS/05/17/
kennedy.hospital; abcnews.go.com/Politics/TedKennedy/story?id=8215298; 
abcnews.go.com/Politics/TedKennedy/story?id=7787098; abcnews.go.com/
Politics/story?id=8220695
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power, rebel groups were still fighting and threatened to overthrow 
him. Rwanda wanted to combine with the Banyamulenge and annex 
the land that they lived on (which was very rich in minerals). How-
ever, Kabila’s troops would not allow this and so the Banyamulenge 
rebelled and quickly gained support from Rwanda and Uganda. They 
then formed the Rally for Congolese Democracy (RCD), a rebel group 
whose goal was to overthrow Laurent Kabila. However, as the RCD 
forces were approaching the capital of Kinshasa, Kabila called on his 
allies in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), an 
organization whose goal is to better the economies of member states. 
His allies responded and forces from Namibia, Zimbabwe, Angola, 
Sudan, Libya, and Chad entered DRC and fought with Kabila against 
the rebel RCD. 

Over the next several years, bloodshed reigned and several attempts 
at peace were made at the bequest of the United Nations. In 2001 Kabila 
was assassinated and his son Joseph Kabila took his position as Presi-
dent. He reached out to Paul Kagame of Rwanda and strived for peace, 
and on July 30, 2002, Kagame and Joseph Kabila agreed that Kabila 
would disarm the Hutu rebels responsible for the 1994 genocide; in 
return, Kagame would withdraw all Rwandan troops from DRC. 

In all, 5,400,000 people were killed as a result of the two Congo 
wars, the most in any conflict since World War II. Today Rwanda is 
at peace and in the process of much needed rebuilding. However, the 
Congo is still in crisis: bloodshed and the mass rape and mutilation of 
women continue. Ethnic hostilities are strong, and economic interests 
continue to compete for control of rich mineral resources in the region. 
Thus the underlying issues that have taken so many lives still remain. 
With all the horror that has taken place, it would seem that reconcilia-
tion and peace must be achieved. Clearly, effective international media-
tion must take place to avoid more atrocities being committed.

SourCeS: Gibbs, Nancy. “Why? The Killing Fields of Rwanda.” Time 16 
May 1994: 56-63. Print; Horvitz, Leslie Alan, and Christopher Catherwood. 
“Rwandan Genocide.” Modern World History Online; Phillips, Charles, 
and Alan Axelrod. “Rwandan Genocide.” Modern World History Online; 
Fredrikson, John C. “Paul Kagame.” Modern World History Online; Patter-
son, A. S. “Congo and the United Nations.” Modern World History Online; 
Ziliotto, Veronica M. “Democratic Republic of the Congo.” Modern World 
History Online 
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Peace and Genocide

by a populist principle. Raising taxes may be politically unpopular, 
but for California, it has become a necessity. For example, New Jer-
seyans pay the highest property taxes in the United States, but our 
public education system is considered the best in the nation. There is 
a definite correlation between the two, and other states may have a 
lesson to learn. For the government to fund education, it must have 
money to spend on it.

SourCeS: nytimes.com/2009/07/11/education/11calif.html?fta=y; nytimes.
com/2009/09/19/us/19calif.html?r=2&hp; google.com/publicdata?ds=usu
nemployment&met=unemployment&idim=state:ST340000&q=unemploy
ment+rate+in+new+jersey#net=unemployment_rate&idim=state:ST60000; 
nytimes.com/2009/09/25/education/25calif.html?r=1&scp=5&sq=public%20
education&st=sce; en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_Proposition_13_
(1978)#Negative_effects
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Kristof

birthing systems offered in these undeveloped 
countries. Maternal mortality is a huge issue: 
one woman dies in childbirth someplace 
in the world every minute. This statistic is 
heavily influenced by data in developing 
countries. For example, in India, a woman’s 
chance of dying during childbirth is 1,100 per 
100,000; in Mozambique, 540 per 100,000; 
whereas, this statistic is 8 per 100,000 in the 
United States. Despite the increasing attention 
given to gender inequality, women remain 
significantly repressed in many developing 
countries.

Having lived in four continents and trav-
eled to over 140 countries, all 50 states, and 
every Japanese island and Chinese province, 
Kristof has not only exposed 
himself to the myriad prob-
lems that often go unnoticed 
or ignored, but has also com-
mitted himself to making 
this a better world. His Op-
Ed column, which began in 
2001 after his reports on the 
terrorist attacks in New York 
and Washington, appears in 
The New York Times twice 
a week. Kristof’s focus on 
international issues such as 

global poverty, health, human rights, and 
equality led him to write several columns 
about the ongoing genocide in Darfur, as well 
as visit the devastated area numerous times. 
In 2006 he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for 
Commentary “for his graphic, deeply reported 
columns that, at personal risk, focused atten-
tion on genocide in Darfur and that gave voice 
to the voiceless in other parts of the world.” 
Along with his Op-Ed column, Kristof uses 
Twitter, Facebook, and a blog to illuminate 
these pressing issues, all the while maintain-
ing a family life with his wife Sheryl WuDunn 
and raising three children.

Half the Sky is a culmination of Kristof’s 
powerful use of journalism to inform and 
pressure for significant change. Kristof and 
WuDunn tell the women’s stories and portray 
them as amazingly brave, rather than just as 
victims. This husband-wife journalism power-

duo gives women the voices they have been 
robbed of and provides them a vehicle through 
which they will be heard. We can only hope 
that journalistic efforts like this will lead to 
more humane treatment of women in develop-
ing countries and that one day these women 
will be fortunate enough to only have to deal 
with the female injustices of the industrialized 
world, such as fewer or less well-financed 
sports programs, unequal pay for the same 
jobs as men, and sexual harassment in the 
workplace. 

Without the likes of journalists like 
Kristof, certain social atrocities might not 
have surfaced for many years to come. The 
Western world would have been lulled into be-
lieving that such signs as new construction in 
major cities in India, “democratic” elections 
in Iran, and other signs of “westernization” in 
the developing world herald the elimination of 

social and political injustices. 
How wrong we would be!

S o u r C e S :  n y t i m e s .
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m a g a z i n e / 2 3 W o m e n t .
html?pagewanted=2&_r=1; 
halftheskymovement.org/ac-
colades; rhrealitycheck.org/
node/1114;  nyt imes.com/
ref/opinion/KRISTOF-BIO; 
achievement.org/autodoc/page/
kri0bio-1
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By BraNdoN Brier

NEARLY a century ago, President Woodrow Wilson announced 
his international vision of moral diplomacy and staunch 
resolve “to discover and maintain liberty among all men.” 

Heeding this ethical imperative, American foreign policy decisions 
since the First World War have often sought to protect democracy 
throughout the world, especially in the past decade. 

Emerging as a central focus in this current struggle, the prolonged 
presence of Al Qaeda operatives in Afghanistan have demanded 
American intervention. 

These insurgent groups still thrive in the southeastern region of 
the nation through peasant exploitation and opium harvesting. Abject 
poverty coerces local farmers into dependence on the drug trade for 
sustenance, creating a domestic alliance and source of funding for 
radical groups. The persisting desperation of the local farmers re-
veals the incomplete liberation that has yet to save Afghanistan and 
reveals the moral responsibility of the U.S. to continue the struggle 
for freedom.

After eight years of warfare in Afghanistan, Gallup public opinion 
polls reveal that 50 percent of the U.S. population is demanding troop 
withdrawal. Enduring a catastrophic economic recession and a crisis in 
health care, Americans hope to divert funds to more pressing issues.

In the words of Thomas Paine, it is essential that American 
moral principles are not forsaken amidst these “times that try men’s 
souls.” Thus far, American forces in Afghanistan have secured 28 of 
the 34 provinces 
and have driven 
Al Qaeda insur-
gents from the 
area. However, 
in the six re-
maining regions, 
rebel groups are 
s u s t a i ne d  by 
the illegal drug 
trade. In control 
of 90 percent 
of the world’s 
opium produc-
tion with three 
bi l l ion dollar 
revenues, rural 
Afghanistan and 
Al Qaeda have 
developed a mu-
tual dependency, 
one which must 
be toppled in or-

der to secure complete freedom.
In 2008, prolonged intervention was proven to have reduced the 

opium production by 19 percent from the year before. A further 22 
percent decline has occurred since then, suggesting the success of 
American liberating forces. Acres devoted to opium harvesting have 
decreased by nearly 40 percent, although 300,000 acres still remain. 
But, significant efforts still must occur to relieve the region’s farm-
ers of poverty and to splinter their alliance with Al Qaeda forces. 
Recognizing the exploitation they have suffered, our moral mandate 
extends beyond the pursuit of rebel forces to the protection of human 
rights as well.

Falling opium prices have fortunately convinced some farmers to 
cultivate more profitable crops, like wheat. Nonetheless, the eradica-
tion of its production is far from achieved. Although the U.S. govern-
ment’s promotion of pistachio and pomegranate farming has enjoyed 
some success, its efforts to create a forty million dollar pistachio 
plantation failed due to unsuitable saline levels. Unable to forge an 
alliance with American-based Dole Food Company, the government 
proceeded to erect this plantation on its own and failed. 

Nonetheless, this must not discourage future interventionist efforts. 
The wars on poverty and terror are inextricably linked, and the latter 
has a better chance to succeed if the Afghan agricultural regions are 
revitalized. Although the alliance with Dole Food was never realized, 
private enterprises should join the diplomatic efforts. Since corpora-
tions benefit from greater efficiency and success, encouraging their 
dedication through tax reductions or other subsidies may ultimately 

A Moral Mandate

CoNtiNued oN page 25

amanda devine



25

post-election protests, has worked with Me-
hdi Karroubi, another former candidate, to 
collect rape and torture reports from Iranian 
prisoners. But an Iranian judicial committee 
ruled on September 13, 2009 that the evidence 
Moussavi and Karroubi had collected was 
“baseless” and “fabricated.” In addition, Ira-
nian religious leaders claimed this was “total 
slander against the Islamic system” and that 
Karroubi ought to be prosecuted. 

Because rape and sodomy are cultur-
ally and religiously prohibited in Iran, such 
allegations could seriously undermine the 
legitimacy of the regime. But on the Iranian 
website Meydaan, journalist Shadi Sadr wrote 
that these reformist politicians were ignoring 
“all the women who have been raped in pris-
ons since the 1979 Revolution.” According to 
Sadr, “the most systematic type of reported 
rape has been the rape of virgin girls who were 
sentenced to death by execution because of 
political reasons.” This was done so such girls 
could not go to heaven after their execution. 

Approximately 200 people are still in jail; 
these prisoners include politicians, activists, 
lawyers, and journalists, as well as ordinary 
Iranians. But should the U.S. intervene? Is it 
possible to apply western views on human 
rights to an Islamic Republic? Aside from 
its mistreatment of prisoners, Iran has vastly 
different laws than the U.S.; homosexuality, 
apostasy, adultery, and alcohol consumption 
are all crimes, and lawful punishments include 
amputation and hanging. 

Nonetheless, the U.S. must fight for uni-
versal human rights. Since the premise for the 
creation of this nation was the protection of 
political liberties, the U.S. should not forget 
those who are fighting for these liberties. It 

alarming that with each annual publication, 
EIA has reduced its projection of yearly oil 
production through 2030. For instance, the 
2007 projected production of oil for the year 
2030 was 107.5 million barrels/day; one year 
later, the EIA reduced this number to 102.9 
million barrels/day and then to 93.1 million 
this year. These revisions correspond to a 
13.4 percent drop in projections in only two 
years. The EIA projects production growth of 
only 11.6 million barrels/day (14.2 percent) 
from 2006 levels. These predictions are be-
ing made despite the oil field discoveries 
announced in 2009, which hardly account 
for long-term stagnation or decline in total 
production.

To be sure, the revised EIA projections 
also indicate a declining demand. In 2007, the 
EIA report anticipated world demand for all 
fuels (not just oil) to be 118 million barrels/
day in 2030. This year, that estimate shrank 
to 107 million barrels/day, consistent with a 
projected production decrease.

According to Doug Hornig of Stock-
house, a group that follows stock market 
trends, the important point to take away 
from the EIA analysis is that the world is 
facing a decline in oil production and the 
U.S. government, after years of straight-
faced denial, is now admitting it. From the 
look of it, the oil shortage should get worse 
unless there are significant field discoveries. 
Just the skyrocketing fuel prices during the 

Iran Tortures

Oil Crisis

CoNtiNued from page 21
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save the government money and person-
nel. However, the means of intervention is 
not the pressing issue; rather, ensuring the 
continuation of diplomatic efforts currently 
takes precedence. 

Responding to crises in both national 
defense and moral diplomacy, toppling sur-
viving Afghani terrorist cells must not fade 
from the public eye throughout this conflict; 
our moral mandate must not dissipate in 
challenging times. Although Al Qaeda is 
still sponsoring the mutual dependence, Al 
Qaeda’s continued survival in Afghanistan’s 
southeast will soon deflate and the people they 
have exploited will finally enjoy the blessings 
of liberty. As destitution and dependence are 
alleviated and rural support assured, a renais-
sance of the remaining Afghan provinces will 
finally complete military intervention and 
drive insurgent forces from the region.

Despite the promise of these prospects, 
however, a mere 17 percent of voters believe 
that domestic development should be the 
top priority of the new Afghan government, 
according to a recent poll organized by 
the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan. Moreover, 46 percent believe 
that immediate peace and reconciliation take 
priority over efforts to secure and develop the 
struggling regions. The deplorably low public 
support for continued liberation underscores 
the necessity of recalling our moral mandate, 
which seems to have faded from the public 
eye, as people have forgotten the principles on 
which our nation was founded and for which 
our flag still stands.

S o u r C e S :  o n l i n e . w s j . c o m / a r t i c l e /
SB125186106142078433; hunodc.org/unodc/
en/frontpage/opium-cultivation-in-afghanistan-
down-by-a-fifth; unama.unmissions.org/default.
aspx?/; Mariamme Nadjaf, first secretary of the 
Afghan mission to the United Nations (speech to 
New Jersey Governor’s School of Public Issues, 
July 21, 2009)

A Moral Mandate
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is clear that Iran is denying its problem: the 
government and religious leaders deny many 
torture allegations, and in Ahmadinejad’s 
speech to the United Nations Security Council 
in September, he did not once mention his 
country’s unrest. The world, however, can-
not ignore it.

SourCeS: nytimes.com/2009/09/27/world/
middleeast/27iran; nytimes.com/2009/09/13/
world/middleeast/13iran; nytimes.com/2009/09/01/
world/middleeast/01iran; nytimes.com/2009/09/06/
world/middleeast/06iran; reuters.com/article/
topNews/idUSDAH93169320090819; nytimes.
com/2009/07/29/world/middleeast/29iran; ny-
times.com/2009/08/17/world/middleeast/17iran; 
nytimes.com/2009/06/15/world/middleeast/15iran; 
guardian.co.uk/world/2009/jul/28/iran-pris-
oners-release-evin-prison; indybay.org/news-
items/2009/09/19; thelede.blogs.nytimes.
com/2009/08/28/iranians-say-prison-rape-
no-new/?scp=5&sq=iran%20political%20
prisoners&st=cse.html?hp.html; 

summer of 2008 should elicit public alarm as 
well as vigorous governmental intervention to 
prevent what many see as another imminent 
and unavoidable oil crisis. 

SourCeS: stockhouse.com/columnists/2009/
aug/28/peak-oil-is-real,-washington-finally-ad-
mits; peak-oil-crisis.com; oilcrisis.com/summary; 
hubbertpeak/; stockhouse.com/columnists/2009/
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admits; newyorktimes.com; businessweek.com
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such as prescriptions, doctor visits, and injections as well as pay-
ment by the insurance company, are stored digitally rather than in 
paperwork. This eliminates administrative expenses and is far more 
organized. However, the French system is expensive and doctors 
are paid a fraction of what they would get in America.

The other countries Reid visits offer universal coverage but 
have flaws. In Canada, there are long lines for non-pressing sur-
geries. Britain does not bill its patients, and its entire system is 
government run; however, the English pay heavy taxes (17.5 per-
cent sales tax), and a public panel decides what kind of treatment 
patients should receive. For example, should a woman with cancer 
be given an expensive but effective pill instead of chemotherapy? 
This case came up on the panel, called the National Institute for 
Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE). NICE decided that the 
cost per patient for the pill, $36,000, was too high for one person. 
So this patient would have to undergo the less expensive chemo-
therapy. Reid argues that while this may seem extreme, it is no 
different than the decisions American insurance companies make 
behind the scenes.

Reid also goes to Taiwan, which recently reformed its health 
care system. Taiwan implemented aspects of various countries’ 

CoNtiNued from page 5

Learning from the World

Middle East, Europe, and Latin America use 
children in armed combat as well. Army lead-
ers claim that many children enlist voluntarily, 
but research reveals that the children have no 
alternatives. Starving, they see the army as 
their only economic opportunity. Others seek 
vengeance for the deaths of their families, and 
girls often join to escape servitude and sexual 
abuse. Many others report being forcibly 
abducted from their homes by government 
militias. 

Viewed as disposable members of the 
army, the children are forced to carry out 
hazardous tasks such as laying mines or explo-
sives. They are often ordered to kill children 
who desert the army. Frequently beaten and 
humiliated, the children use drugs and watch 
violent war films to numb their minds. Fe-
male child soldiers are not uncommon, and 
are more likely to be victims of sexual abuse 
than their male counterparts. On the Coalition 
to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers (CSUCS) 
website, a Zimbabwean girl soldier reports, 
“On a nightly basis we were raped. The men 
and youths would come into our dormitory 

CoNtiNued from page 13

Child Soldiers in the dark, and they would just rape us […]. 
If we cried afterwards, we were beaten with 
hosepipes. We were so scared that we did 
not report the rapes. The youngest girl in our 
group was aged 11.” Further, girls are often 
purposely excluded from rehabilitation op-
portunities available to boys, and their home 
communities frequently stigmatize them when 
they return.

What is the answer to this madness? 
One former female child soldier ended her 
interview with Amnesty International with 
the plea, “I would like you to give a mes-
sage. Please do your best to tell the world 
what is happening to us, the children. So that 
other children don't have to pass through this 
violence.” According to the CSUCS website, 
“Progress has been made in developing an 
international legal and policy framework 
for protecting children from involvement in 
armed conflict. An increasing number of gov-
ernments have ‘ratified’ or agreed to become 
legally bound by a series of international laws 
banning the use of child soldiers in armed 
conflict.” 

Numerous demobilization, disarmament, 
and reintegration (DDR) programs established 
to rescue, recover, and return the child soldiers 
to society have been successful. We can sup-

port these programs by helping to fund them. 
With the assistance of the staff at one of these 
programs, the UNICEF rehabilitation center, 
Beah re-humanized himself, learning to cope 
with the memories of his past, and even found 
his long-lost uncle. Thanks to such rehabilita-
tion centers, children like Beah all over the 
world are getting a second chance at life.

During his last year of high school, Beah 
was chosen to speak about the issue of child 
soldiers at a The United Nations First In-
ternational Children's Parliament. After the 
conference he wrote, “We left New York City 
on November 15, 1996. My sixteenth birthday 
was eight days away and throughout the flight 
back home I still felt as if I was dreaming, a 
dream that I didn't want to wake up from. I 
was sad to leave, but I was also pleased to 
have met people outside of Sierra Leone. 
Because if I was to get killed upon my return, 
I knew that a memory of my existence was 
alive somewhere in the world.” By reading 
Beah’s book and spreading awareness of this 
issue, we can all help keep the memory of 
the child soldiers of the world alive and help 
those children who are still being trained and 
forced to kill. 

SourCeS: child-soldiers.org/home

plans, something Reid urges the U.S to do. Taiwan wrote to leaders 
from Japan, the United States, Canada, Germany, Great Britain, 
and France asking questions about the benefits and drawbacks of 
their systems. Taiwan’s leaders then had a conference to decide on 
health care policy, in which they decided to form a combination of 
the Bismarck and Canadian health care models, and use the carte 
vitale idea from France. 

By the way, the vital card digitalizing all information about 
the patient is a health care reform that President Obama called 
for when he campaigned and is central to his health care reform. 
Taiwan and Switzerland are small nations, but Reid regards them 
as credible examples of countries recently reforming their health 
care and from which we can learn and apply in the United States. 
According to Reid, the size of our country does not prevent a more 
effective and efficient health care system for our population. 

T.R Reid’s latest book is an informative yet uncomplicated 
look at the positives and negatives of the world’s major health care 
systems. Reid urges Americans to follow the saying, “To find your 
way in the fog, follow the tracks of the oxcart ahead.” For this 
reason, the book is dedicated to President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
who borrowed his idea for America’s highway system after seeing 
the Nazi’s great highway system during the Second World War. 
America’s health care system needs to change, and Reid eloquently 
argues that we must branch off of other nations and use aspects of 
their systems to develop a much better one for the U.S. 
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We’re all familiar with Smokey the Bear’s 
catchphrase, “Only you can prevent forest 
fires.” Well, we may be the only ones that can 
stop forest fires, but we’re also the ones that 
start them. This past year, people caused 5,208 
wildfires in Southern California, the highest 
total since 2001. In this hot, dry climate, dis-
carded cigarette butts, abandoned campfires, 
and even unrestrained equipment use can start 
a fire and lead to death and thousands of acres 
of destruction. 

In 2007, a Honda Civic that combusted 
started a three-square-mile wildfire that dam-
aged one home and forced hundreds of people 
to evacuate. More recently, California’s 
Station fire, which was ruled to be the result 
of arson, raged over 157,200 acres, leaving 
hundreds of destroyed homes and the lives 
of two firefighters in its wake. Though police 
have released details sparingly, it’s evident 
that the arsonist started a small blaze that 
quickly escalated due to the fire-favorable 
conditions. Sometimes it only takes one spark 
from one person’s carelessness or malice to 
start an all-consuming fire.

It is difficult to comprehend that someone 
would deliberately set a fire under conditons 
that would endanger countless lives and 
property. 

A California man was sentenced to death 
in 2006 for arson that killed five United States 
Forest Service firefighters. On Oct. 26, 2006, 
in what is known as the Esperanza Fire, Santa 
Ana winds spread flames over slopes and 
canyons. The five firefighters were caught in 
a “burn over,” according to testimony by fire 
investigators: a wall of flames 70 feet high, fed 
by 40 mile-an-hour winds and temperatures 
of up to 1,300 degrees, rolled over them. The 
jury recommended the death penalty for Ray-
mond L. Oyler, 38 years of age. It is believed 
this was the first time the death penalty had 
been given in a wildfire arson case in which 
firefighters were killed.

True, about 40 percent of wildfires have 
natural causes. The hot, dry Santa Ana winds 
blow from the forest and dry out vegetation. 
Once the fires start, the winds aggressively fan 
the flames. Lightning striking dry timber is yet 
another way these wildfires can start. 

Still, firefighters are forced to waste valu-
able time and energy combating avoidable 
fires. The government spent 83.1 million 
dollars fighting the Station Fire, an originally 

small-scale criminal act that ruined hundreds 
of lives. Many more millions are used to battle 
fires with trivial causes, like an overused ap-
pliance or a still-smoldering campfire.

Governor Schwarzenegger has not turned 
a blind eye to the predicament; in fact, he 
has already issued Executive Order S-05-09, 
which will provide more resources and per-
sonnel to the California Department of For-
estry and Fire Protection to protect people and 
their homes. While this proactive measure is 
admirable, the government must also inform 
the public of the risks of carelessness. Higher 
fines and punishments for dropping cigarette 
butts or carelessly abandoning campfires 
could dramatically decease the forest-fire 
rate. Whatever the solution, California needs 
to listen to Smokey and take action before its 
beauty goes up in flames. It is one thing to see 
and read about the all-too-frequent California 
forest fires; but to see flames leaping towards 
your home is horrific. 

SourCeS: cdfdata.fire.ca.gov/incidents/incidents_
statsevents; sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/
n/a/2007/03/12/national/a121244D80.DTL; news.
aol.com/article/wildfires-in-los-angeles-califor-
nia/623632; hatmos.ucla.edu/~fovell/ASother/
mm5/SantaAna/winds; nytimes.com/2009/06/06/
us/06sentence.html?_r=1
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Right: Former 
firefighter Wes 

Schultz mourns at 
memorial for five 
colleagues killed 
in the Esperanza 

Fire, begun by an 
arsonist. 

Overleaf: 
Firefighters 

dwarfed by flames 
of the 3,500-acre 

Sheep Fire.
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The Sunshine State. This nickname conjures up 
images of lush palm trees, pure white sand, 
and sparkling blue oceans. But juxtaposed 

with these images are flames destroying greenery 
and fires swallowing houses whole while the resi-
dents frantically escape in the opposite direction.

In 2009 alone, California has endured 63 major 
wildfires. While firefighters were able to control 
the majority of these, some of them, like the noto-
rious Station Fire, have collectively claimed tens 
of thousands of acres of land, hundreds of houses, 
and the lives of two firefighters. Forest fires also 
emit significant amounts of carbon dioxide, a gas 
that contributes to the greenhouse effect. Further, 
deforestation is a serious threat to biodiversity.
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