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Editorial / Opinion

Minnesota’s “Jewish seat” in the
U.S. Senate is up for grabs again this
year. Although Jews account for less
than one percent of Minnesota’s popu-
lation, by a strange quirk of history
three Jews have been consecutively
elected from Minnesota to the Senate
since 1978: Rudy Boschwitz, who
served from 1978-1991; Paul Well-
stone, 1991-2002; and Norm Coleman,
2003 to the present.

The currentrace has DFL challenger
and St. Louis Park native Al Franken
running against GOPincumbent Norm
Coleman — the fourth time in the last
30 years that two Jewish candidates
have run against each other, with one
of them as the incumbent. Dean Bar-
kley of the Independence Party is the
third major party candidate running.
In 2002, Barkley was appointed by
Gov. Jesse Ventura to serve out the
term of Paul Wellstone, following
his tragic death in an airplane crash
on Oct. 25, 2002.

Wellstone was abeloved Minnesota
politician — unique and irreplaceable.
He connected with a wide swathe of
the citizenry, with his empathy, enthu-
siasm and progressive populist brand
of politics. For many Minnesotans
of modest means, those who felt un-
represented in the councils of power,
Wellstone was their champion.

And although Wellstone didn’t
have a traditional Jewish upbringing,
Judaism informed his identity, as he
told me during an interview on April
12, 2002, as we sat across from each
other in a St. Paul café booth.

“I think the prophetic tradition of
our faith is that to love God is to love
justice,” he explained. “And, hey, I
don’t meet that goal, but I try to do
everything I can to live by that.”

Minnesota and the nation suffered
an incalculable loss with the untimely
death of Paul Wellstone. As we re-
call, former Vice President Walter F.
Mondale was recruited to campaign in
Wellstone’s stead, with less than two
weeks left in the 2002 Senate race.
On election night Mondale came up
short and Norm Coleman went on to
serve in the U.S. Senate.

I’ve had the chance in the lastcouple
of weeks to interview the major party
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candidates, Coleman, Franken and
Barkley. As I have written in edito-
rials over recent weeks, this nation
desperately needs a sea change in its
political leadership. The frightening
financial meltdown, added to costly
U.S.-led wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,
and a host of other vexing issues, re-
quires new policies and a new vision
in Washington. In the last two weeks,
I have endorsed Sen. Barack Obama
for president, and Ashwin Madia for
Minnesota’s Third District seat in the
U.S. House of Representatives.

Jewish World readers, and all Min-
nesotans, should vote for Al Franken
on Nov. 4, and send him to serve in
the U.S. Senate. He is intelligent, well
versed in the complex issues facing
our nation, and has demonstrated
a passion to work for the common
good. On the campaign trail, Sen.
Wellstone would declare that he
represented the “little fellers, not the
Rockefellers.” Likewise, Al Franken
has been touched by the struggles of
Minnesotans around the state, and he
will be a strong addition to the U.S.
Senate, advocating for working people
who have been steadily slipping down
the socioeconomic ladder.

Ilike Dean Barkley, a truly amiable
guy. He has gone through his own
personal struggles in recent years;
and, after Jesse Ventura decided not
to wage a campaign for the Senate
this year, Barkley registered and won
the Independence Party primary race.
Indeed, Barkley founded the party in
1992, when he ran unsuccessfully for
Congress.

In 1996, Barkley stopped by the
AJW offices during his campaign for
the U.S. Senate and talked about issues
of concern to the Jewish community.
Like David Dillon, the Independence
Party candidate in the Third District
race, Barkley says that special inter-
est money is corrupting our politics
and government. Because he won’t
take PAC money, he’s running on
the proverbial shoestring against op-
ponents who have each raised more
than $10 million in campaign cash. He
has sensible things to say about the
dire economic mess that has spread
from Wall Street to every corner of
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the globe, the Bush administration’s
disastrous wrong step into Iraq, and
protecting Israel from the looming
Iranian threat.

I could say more good things about
Dean Barkley, but space is limited and
Norm Coleman’s candidacy needs to
be explored. The Republican incum-
bent waged a low-down campaign,
which was focused on discrediting
and demeaning Al Franken. In his TV
spots, Coleman told Minnesotans that
Frankenis apornographer, atax cheat,
and an angry guy who doesn’t have
the temperament to work effectively
in the Senate.

Then Sen. Coleman turned over a
new leaf. Two weeks ago, Coleman
called a press conference and told the
assembled press: “One of the many
advantages of my Jewish faith is the
ancient calendar we keep that calls for
certain beneficial spiritual activities
throughout the year. One such event
is Yom Kippur, which just concluded
lastnightat sundown, a time of fasting,
soul searching and refocusing of your
life. It was for me a very necessary day
to stop and contemplate and make a
couple of decisions...”

Coleman then announced that he
was “suspending all negative cam-
paign ads” and calling on his support-
ers “to do the same.”

The senator amended this state-
ment somewhat, during a telephone
interview this week. He said that his
decision to suspend the negative,
anti-Franken TV commercials was
informed by “three days on the road”
prior to Yom Kippur, when he found
“a lot of fear and anxiety” among
the electorate about the future of the
economy. He hastened to explain that
his shift in strategy was “not all of a
sudden God speaking to me” during
Yom Kippur services at the Temple
of Aaron.

Another way to look at this change
of tactics — call me a skeptic, if you
like — is that Coleman saw that his
negative campaign was losing traction.
The Star Tribune/Minnesota Poll this
week found that a lot of people see
things my way: 61 percent of likely
voters “believe Coleman pulled the
ads because they weren’t working for
him, while 28 percent thought he was
sincere about wanting to change the
tenor of the campaign. The unkindest
cut? One third of Republicans said
Coleman acted because the ads were
backfiring.”

Norm Coleman came to the Senate
in 2003, and was areliable partisan for
President Bush. As the U.S. war effort
in Iraq foundered and the president’s
approvalratings sank, Coleman tacked
away from the Bush administration
and proclaimed himself as an “in-
dependent” actor, someone willing
to work across the aisle, etc. Indeed,
throughout his political career, Cole-
man has refashioned his image to suit
the prevailing winds.

Public relations stunts aside,
Coleman clings to a failed ideol-
ogy of trickle-down economics and
counterproductive war policies that
have brought the U.S. to a state of
deepening crisis at home and abroad.
During our conversation on Sunday,
Coleman bristled at the suggestion
that the Iraq War has imperiled Israel
by strengthening the position of Iran,
which controls the surrogate forces
of Hamas and Hezbollah on Israel’s
southern and northern flanks, re-
spectively. Indeed, Coleman blamed
Jimmy Carter’s handling of the U.S.
hostage crisis in Tehran, 30 years ago,
for the present difficulties with the
Iranian regime.

Like the GOPpresidential standard-
bearer, Coleman seems to think that
there is a light at the end of the tunnel

Letters to the Editor

inIraq — as we once heard repeatedly
from LBJ regarding the Vietnam War.
A number of factors have led to the
tamping down of violence in Iraq over
recent months; but astute observers see
the situation as still quite fragile after
five years of U.S. military involve-
ment. In any case, Coleman, who
touts his experience and his ability to
get things done, has been a consistent
supporter of and apologist for the Bush
administration in what has been its
signal foreign policy failure.

As for Al Franken, he admits that he
was taken in by Bush administration
claims — and the professions of Gen.
Colin Powell, et al. — that Saddam
Hussein was in possession of weapons
of mass destruction. Franken now says
that we were led into the Iraq War
“under false pretenses,” and that we
should begin getting out.

“Our withdrawal should not be
precipitous, and we should have a
national conversation about the best
way to complete our disengagement
— we should put more thought into
how we get out than we did into how
we got in,” Franken says. “But we
should start now.”

Of course, Franken supports the
U.S.-Israel relationship and under-
stands the threat from Iran. He also
mentioned during our conversation
that his daughter Thomasin partici-
pated in the Birthright Israel program
last year, and has stayed in touch with
her new Israeli and American Jewish
friends.

On numerous critical issues, Fran-
ken will bring aninformed, considered
judgment to the Senate. He spent
several years hosting a talk show on
the Air America network, which was
essentially a public policy forum,
exposing listeners to the views of
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Allan Spear’s leadership

Regarding Mordecai Specktor’s
article about Allan Spear (10-17-08
AJW), the Jewish Community Rela-
tions Council of Minnesota and the
Dakotas (JCRC) mourns the passing
of Sen. Spear and wishes to express
our deepest sympathy to his family
and his colleagues in the Minnesota
Legislature.

Sen. Spear was a leader on many
issues of concern to the Jewish com-
munity, including human rights and
the Holocaust. In 2000, he authored
the Holocaust Victims Insurance Re-
lief Act along with Rep. Ron Abrams
(now Judge Abrams), which requires
the Commerce Commissioner to assist
Holocaust victims and their survivors
to settle and resolve claims and to
recover proceeds from Holocaust-era
insurance policies that were improp-
erly denied or processed.

Sen. Spear was a champion for our
community, and his selection as one
of the 150 Minnesotans who shaped
our state by the Minnesota Historical
Society was well deserved.

Steve Hunegs, executive director
Jewish Community Relations
Council of Minnesota and the

Dakotas

RJC ads deceitful

The vile attack ads aimed at Sen.
Barack Obama in these pages by the
Republican Jewish Coalition speak

volumes about the intellectual disdain
that this organization has for Jewish
voters.

Lies, innuendo, guilt by associa-
tion, ad hominem invective, a not-too-
subtle racist fearmongering and more
are the well practiced stock-in-trade
of charlatans and demagogues, who
see their intended audience as devoid
of reason, bankrupt of morals and
gullible fools.

And for those whose Pavlovian
response to these perversions leads
them to support an “old warrior”
— whose only claim to hero status
is that he was shot out of the sky in
another lousy war — and his cute, but
snarling sidekick, who has as much
preparation to instantly assume the
grave responsibilities of the highest
office as arainforest mushroom — one
can only sigh and hang one’s head in
disgust and despair.

May wise heads rule the day.

Monroe Levie
Edina
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Mondale: Franken ‘will go to Washington fully independent’
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a range of experts in domestic and
foreign policy areas.

Franken recently took a position
against the $700 billion bailout of
Wall Street banks — the Paulson plan.
He says that he understands “why
people voted for it,” but has concerns
that the ever-changing federal plan
doesn’t address the root causes of the
financial breakdown and also doesn’t
protect the taxpayers. Franken is the
only candidate I talked with who
raised a question about the role of
the unregulated credit default swap
(CDS) market in the ruination of big
financial institutions.

Franken has proposed a number of
initiatives to aid our rural economy,
expand educational opportunities and
access to health care, and develop

Thomas

sustainable alternative energy options
to grow jobs and redress the outflow
of dollars to foreign oil producers. If
the federal government can come up
with $700 billion for Wall Street bank-
ers (the New York Times reported the
cost of the bailout at $2.25 trillion),
surely we can prioritize money for a
bailout of our cities and crumbling
infrastructure.

As economists like Paul Krugman
and Robert Reich have suggested
recently, the federal deficit has soared
into the neighborhood of $10 trillion
under the stewardship of the Bush ad-
ministration; but government spend-
ing in the short term will be needed to
lift the sagging national economy.

Al Franken understands what will
be needed in the difficult months and
years ahead. He believes that govern-
ment should provide a social safety

net, as it did for his wife Franni’s
family when her father died and left
her mother alone toraise five children.
Social Security, an FDR New Deal
innovation, helped the family through
arough time.

In our conversation last week, Al
Franken mentioned his humble ori-
gins, growing up in a small house on
West 25th Streetin St. Louis Park, with
his parents and his brother Owen. He
was able to grab hold of the American
dream by getting a good education
(Blake, Harvard) and making the best
of opportunities that came his way.

To briefly fill in some of the bio,
Franken was a writer for Saturday
Night Live and performed on the
show, and he wrote movies (When a
Man Loves a Woman, Stuart Saves His
Family). When Newt Gingrich and the
hard right took power in Washington,
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following the 1994 elections, Franken
devoted himself to writing books to
oppose the Republican ideologues
— the best seller Rush Limbaugh Is
a Big Fat Idiot (and Other Observa-
tions), and Lies (and the Lying Liars
Who Tell Them): A Fair and Balanced
Look at the Right.

Inspired by the legacy of his friend
Paul Wellstone, Franken began to
consider amove into electoral politics.
He moved back to Minnesota several
years ago and stepped up his activities
onbehalf of DFL candidates, especial-
ly during the 2006 campaigncycle. He
established the Midwest Values PAC,
which funded Democratic electoral
campaigns. Also, Franken participated
in seven USO tours, including four to
Iraq, over recent years.

For numerous reasons I think that
Al Franken will be a great senator for
Minnesota.

As former Vice President Al Gore
said, “Al’s been one of the hardest-
working activists in our party foralong
time. I’ve appreciated his support and
friendship for years, and I know I’'m
not alone. And if we’re going to use
our majorities in Congress to affectreal
change, we’re going toneed Al’s sharp
wit and strong convictions.”

I talked to another former vice
president last week, Walter Mondale,
and asked him if Al Franken had the
experience and temperament to serve
in the U.S. Senate.

“He is a very intelligent, thought-
ful, caring person,” replied Mondale,
who has known Franken for about
10 years. “He thinks and cares about
the big issues, and I think he’d be an
excellent senator.”

Mondale brushed aside the personal
attacks that the Republicans have
directed at Franken.

“He’s aperson who will go to Wash-
ington fully independent to do whathe
thinks is right,” said Mondale. Unlike
Norm Coleman — who, as Mondale
pointed out, has taken hundreds of
thousands of dollars from corporate
PACs (financial firms, oil and phar-
maceutical companies) — Franken
will enter the Senate with a “fresh”
viewpoint and not beholden to the
corporations that have been writing
the laws to their advantage.

“I think that Franken, who reminds
me some of Paul Wellstone, will stand
up to this stuff and shake it up, and
that’s what we need,” said Mondale.

The former vice president and
ambassador noted that “our nation
has to do bold things” in the face
of pressing domestic and foreign
crises. The Senate will be a key part
of the changed political landscape in
Washington next year, and Mondale
looked forward to Franken being part
of a body that quickly passes needed
legislative reforms — as happened in
the first 100 days of FDR’s adminis-
tration — and that confirms Supreme
Court justices who will reestablish the
constitutional separation of powers
(after the executive power grab by the
Bush administration), and protect our
endangered civil liberties.

Al Franken has returned to his roots
and he is ready to serve Minnesota in
the U.S. Senate. He deserves our vote
on Nov. 4.

— Mordecai Specktor
editor @ajwnews.com

(This editorial solely reflects the
views of its author. It is not intended to
represent the viewpoint of Minnesota
Jewish Media, LLC, the parent com-
pany of the American Jewish World,
or the opinions of its investors.)

Jon Stewart is a political force
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is a Democratic mega-fundraiser.

* Dennis Ross and Dan Kurtzer:
They are the center-right and center-
left anchors of Obama’s Middle East
advisory staff.

e Robert Rubin: The top Obama
economics advisor has unsurpassed
knowledge of the workings of Wall
Street and was Treasury secretary in
the Clinton administration.

e Dan Shapiro: A former Clinton
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administration National Security
Council official, he is a senior Mideast
policy advisor and Jewish outreach
coordinator for the Obama campaign.
He is said to have co-written Obama’s
speech before AIPAC (the pro-Israel
lobby), in which the candidate declared
“Jerusalem will remain the capital of
Israel and it must remain undivided”
— a statement Obama later partially
recanted.

e Sarah Silverman: A “shock co-
median,” she served as video spokes-
woman for The Great Schlep (see
Mik Moore, above). Her monologue
spawned a counter-clip from veteran
comic Jackie Mason.

* Alan Solow: The Chicago lawyer
is active in the Jewish community
and in the Conference of Presidents.
He has been an Obama supporter for
a dozen years.

* Jon Stewart: As host of the satirical
TV news program The Daily Show, he
has become perhaps the most listened-
to liberal voice in the nation. The New
York Times called Stewart’s program “a
genuine cultural and political force.”

e Barbra Streisand: The superstar
singer is a Jewish-liberal icon and
mega-fundraiser. She endorsed Hillary
Clinton in the primary race and has
backed Obama since the Democratic
convention. She also headlined a Hol-
lywood fundraiserin September, which
included a $25,800-a-plate dinner.

* Robert Wexler: A key Obama sur-
rogate, the Florida congressman has
campaigned extensively in the effort to
shift the electoral vote-rich Sunshine
State from the McCain column to the
Democrats.

e Fred Zeidman: McCain’s lead
Jewish strategist, he is chairman of
the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Coun-
cil, and a heavyweight among Jewish
Republicans.

© Haaretz



