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Obamacare on Trial                     

          by Kathleen Mellstrom 

The Affordable Care Act, dubbed 

ñObamacareò by critical politicians and pun-

dits, has become one of the hot-button issues 

of the presidential campaign as the election 

approaches.  Picking through the rhetoric for 

unbiased assessments of the pros and cons of 

the plan can be difficult.   

   The act, signed into law on March 23, 

2010, seeks to provide health care for more 

Americans by making health insurance more 

affordable for the non-wealthy and more 

available for those with pre-existing condi-

tions, and by expanding eligibility for Medi-

caid.  In addition, insurance companies, who 

will continue to be the providers of health 

insurance, will be required to meet minimum 

standards stipulated by the law in order to be 
included in the new state-by-state insurance 

exchanges that will be in place by 2014.  

These standards include preventive health 

care such as annual check-ups, immuniza-

tions, and screening for cancer or diabetes, 

without co-pays or deductible expenses.  In 

2011 more than 1 million people on Medi-

care took advantage of the new annual well-

ness visit, and more than 32.5 million used 

one or more of the programôs free preventive 

services.  

   Insurance plans in the exchange must cover 

hospitalization, medical care, mental health 

services, prescription drugs, and rehabilita-

tion. Anyone who is not eligible for Medi-

caid or covered by an employee benefit plan 

will be able to shop for an insurance plan on 

the state exchange, comparing plansô costs 

and benefits side by side to determine the 

best plan for them.  Those with low or mod-

erate incomes will receive tax credits, based 
on their level of income, to help defray the 

cost of the insurance.  Those who choose not 

to purchase insurance will be assessed a tax, 

increasing to $695 or 2.5% of income by 

2016.  Encouraging healthy people with low 

annual medical expenses to participate in the 

program makes it financially sound. 

   Non-partisan organizations such as AARP, 

Consumer Reports, and Families USA sup-

ported passage of the Affordable Care Act, 
citing increased consumer protection and 

accessibility, and reduction of overall health 

care costs by avoiding the expensive alterna-

tive to preventive care: using the hospital 

emergency room as a source of primary care. 

In addition, the Congressional Budget Office 

estimates the Act will lower the budget defi-

cit by $143 billion over the next ten years by 

raising some taxes and shifting cost burdens. 

For instance, fees and taxes will be collected 
from pharmaceutical companies, medical 

device suppliers, and ñcadillacò health insur-

ance plans, and individuals with high in-

comes would pay 2.35% instead of 1.45% 

medicare tax on income over $200,000 

($250,000 for couples). This is part of the 

ñunprecedented $800 billion tax hike over a 

decadeò that organizations such as The Heri-

tage Foundation find objectionable. 

   For senior citizens, and those 50 to 64 who 
will be eligible for Medicare in the near fu-

ture, the Affordable Care Act provides sig-

nificant security and protections.  The law 

prohibits insurance companies from denying 

coverage because of pre-existing conditions 

and from dropping coverage after one be-

comes sick.  People with major health prob-

lems will be protected against arbitrary life-

time caps or annual limits in insurance plans.  

   Another criticism is infringement of reli-

gious freedom by requiring employers to 

provide insurance that covers contraception.  

It is also argued that the act will lead to 

ñintrusion in the doctor-patient relationship,ò 

leading to price controls and regulations.  

However, under our current system, the in-

surance companies already play that role for 

those who have insurance, and those who do 

not probably do not have a doctor-patient 

relationship, either.  

    Those headed for nursing homes will have 

additional consumer protection.  The law 

makes more information available about 

nursing homes such as who owns them, how 

much is spent on resident care and how many 

hours of nursing care residents receive, and 

more.  A grant will be available to states to 

run background checks on more employees, 

and a process will be established to resolve 

complaints.  

    The Affordable Care Act, as it now stands, 

will provide insurance companies with more 

customers and people with more health care. 

It could also contribute to the continued vi-

ability of Medicare into the future.  If it 

works as its architects intended, we will have 

a healthier population and a stronger health 

infrastructure through the years. 
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WINTER 2013: COURSE DESCRIPTIONS 

 

1. Richard Noer, Particles: From Electrons to 

the Higgs Boson - Monday, 9:30 Senior Center 

106 

Weôll follow the history of physicistsô attempts to 

understand the substance that forms us and the 

rest of the universe.  The chemical atoms, once 

thought to be the in-

divisible building 

blocks of matter, 

later proved to have 

separable partsð

electrons, protons, 

a n d  n e u t r o n s .  

Atomic theorists pos-

tulated other parti-

cles, like anti-matter  

and neutrinos, that 

were afterwards ob-

served in the labora-

tory. Unexpectedly, 

numerous ñstrangeò particles appeared in cosmic 

rays and at high-energy accelerators, and other 

experiments revealed that protons themselves had 

structure.  Confused, sometimes discouraged, 

theorists groped: quantum fields? quarks? novel 

symmetries?  Then surprising breakthroughs 

brought things together into a ñStandard Modelò, 

itself apparently confirmed with the recent dis-

covery of the Higgs particle at the Large Hadron 

Collider in Geneva. Weôll try to understand all 

this and more on a broad conceptual level, paying 

special attention to the personalities and motiva-

tions of the people involved. 

 

Rich Noer taught physics at Carleton for 38 

years. He also became interested in the history 

and philosophy of science, co-authored a text for 

liberal-arts students, and taught freshman semi-

nars and interdisciplinary courses aimed at con-

necting the sciences with the humanities. 

 

2. Jim McDonnell, Irish Short Stories ï Mon-

day, 1:15: Senior Center 106 

The short story is a central mode of Irish literary 

expression, which captures the lives of ordinary 

people in terms of seemingly small events and 

decisions that have momentous consequences. As 

Frank OôConnor said ñThe short story is the art 

form that deals with the individual when there is 

no society to absorb him, and when he is com-

pelled to exist, as it were, by his own inner light.ò 

We will discuss a wide selection of stories by 

both men and women that span many varieties of 

Irish and human experience in the 20th century.  

 

Jim McDonnell retired from Carleton College in 

2007 after teaching there for 38 years in the Eng-

lish Department. He 

started as a special-

ist in Victorian lit-

erature, but in his 

later years his inter-

ests changed to Irish 

L it e r a t ure  and 

Shakespeare. He has 

returned to Ireland 

annually for the past several years. 

 

 

3. Mike Harper, Thinking About Vietnam - 

Tuesday, 9:30, Northfield Senior Center 106 

Vietnam was the war America had to fight and 

couldnôt lose.  If we gave up Vietnam, the think-

ing went, all of South East Asia and the South-

western Pacific  would inevitably fall to the 

global Com-

munist con-

spiracy. And 

besides, our 

vast fire-

p o w e r 

seemed to 

assure vic-

tory with a 

minimum of 

fuss. For our 

generation ï 

people, say, between 60 and 80 years old ï the 

haunting question is: How could we have been so 

wrong?  What did Vietnam teach us? Or to put it 

more precisely, did we learn anything of value? 

This course has been inspired by Professor Roy 
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Growôs Carleton class: ñThe Vietnam War and 

American Foreign Policy.ò 

 

Mike Harper  is a retired lawyer. Before law 

school, he was a Marine fighter pilot.  In Vietnam, 

he flew close air support for Marine and Army 

infantry, as well as many missions over North 

Vietnam.  He helped Roy Grow and Bert Levin 

teach the Vietnam course at Carleton.  For several 

years, he taught environmental law and business 

at Minnesota Law School. 

 

 

4. Ed Lufkin ï The History of Medicine, Part I: 

Earliest Man Through Galen - Tuesday, 9:30, 

Nygaard Theatre, NRC 

The history of medicine is rich in its scope and 

many disciplines are involved, including anthro-

pology, archeology, literature, architecture, and 

many basic sciences.   This course will be cen-

tered on a won-

derful archive 

loaned to me 

by the Mayo 

Clinic Library 

of the History 

of Medicine, 

consisting of 

62  2- ho ur 

beautifully il-

lustrated lec-

tures by Dr. Hymie Gordan, a pediatric geneticist 

with wide-ranging interests. The recordings could 

serve as the basis for at least 3 courses, of which 

this is the first.  We will begin with the surprising 

insights of medical practitioners of the middle 

east, centered in Mesopotamia, and then move to 

Egypt, Greece, and Rome. These views are well-

recorded, beginning with cuneiform tablets dating 

to 3,000 BC. No textbook will be required, but 

slide shows, short movies, and handouts will be 

freely used, and open discussion will be encour-

aged. 

 

Ed Lufkin  has taught 3 previous courses on medi-

cal topics, particularly those pertinent to senior 

citizens.   He had most of his medical career as a 

consultant in internal medicine and endocrinology 

at Mayo Clinic in Rochester, MN, from which he 

retired in 1998. 

 

5. Vern Faillettaz,  Islam: Unity and Diversity - 

Tuesday, 1:30, Village on the Cannon 

Muslim countries have recently experienced 

amazing changes in political life. Several have 

opted for Islamic grounded democracies in which 

Islamic political parties have 

been successful.  This course 

will introduce the fundamen-

tal beliefs and regular prac-

tices among Muslims.  It 

will examine the unities in 

the Islamic world, and attend 

to diversity among Sunni, 

Shiôite and Sufis, and among 

countries that practice Islam.  

We will also discuss the in-

creasing leadership of Mus-

lims in U.S. political and cultural life. 

 

Vern Faillettaz graduated from the University of 

California, Berkeley.  He received a Master of Di-

vinity degree from Luther Theological Seminary, 

St. Paul, MN, and a Ph.D. in Biblical Studies from 

the University of Chicago. He studied Islam at the 

Center for the Study of World Religion at Harvard 

University and taught an Islam course at St. Olaf 

for 20 years.  He led the Middle East Semester 

from St. Olaf in the eighties. 

 

6 & 7.  Eric Nelson, Documentaries - Wednes-

day, 9:30 and 1:30:  Nygaard Theatre, NCR 

In this class we 

will see stories 

more compel-

ling than most 

H o l l y w o o d 

blockbusters as 

we explore the 

different forms 

of truth that fall 

under the um-

brella term non-

fiction. We start 

with two early 

c l a s s i c s , 
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"Nanook of the North" and "Triumph of the 

Will", and then look at more recent documenta-

ries. In "Shakespeare Behind Bars", inmates con-

victed of the most heinous crimes wrestle with 

guilt, revenge, forgiveness and redemption in 

their yearlong preparation to perform "The Tem-

pest". The parents of a severely autistic son in 

"The Horse Boy" journey with their child to a 

shaman in Outer Mongolia. "American Dream" 

follows a union as it collapses in a strike at Hor-

mel in Austin. "Winged Migration" lifts us into 

breathtaking flight over the earth's continents. 

 

Eric Nelson is Professor Emeritus of English, St 

Olaf College 

 

8. Richard Crouter, Reinhold Niebuhr: A 

Voice for Today ï Wednesday, 9:30: Village 

on the Cannon  

Fresh interest in 

the Protestant 

theologian and 

political thinker 

Reinhold Niebuhr 

(1892-1971) has 

arisen amid shock 

waves unleashed 

s i n c e  9 / 1 1 : 

American hubris 

in launching the 

Iraq war, the ap-

parent quagmire 

in Afghanistan, 

and a flattening of 

the U.S. economy that affects all but the super 

rich. The course will look at this "Niebuhr re-

vival" through the chapters of my book Reinhold 

Niebuhr: On Politics, Religion, and Christian 

Faith (2010), alongside Niebuhrôs 1952 title, The 

Irony of American History (re-issued with an In-

tro by Andrew Bacevich, 2008) and other shorter 

pieces. Topics to be explored include Niebuhrôs 

appeal to secularists as well as to believers and 

the ways that his legacy plays out on the political 

left as well as on the right.  

 

Richard Crouter  taught the history of Christian 

theology at Carleton for thirty-six years. In addi-

tion to Niebuhr, his special interests include the 

thought of Friedrich Schleiermacher and Søren 

Kierkegaard. 

 

9. Jane McDonnell, Memoir Writing : Stories 

of Survival ï Thursday 9:30: Millstream Com-

mons 

Writing is a second chance at life.  Although we 

can never go back in time to change the past, we 

can re-experience, interpret and make peace with 

our past lives.  Illness, divorce, loss of a job, 

travel, and exile are just some of the more impor-

tant moments in a life narrative and as such have 

given rise 

to some 

of the 

best writ-

ing of the 

late twen-

tieth and 

e a r l y 

t w e n t y 

first cen-

t u r i e s . 

The class 

will usually read two short pieces per week as 

preparation for discussion and writing, with a fo-

cus on excerpts from recent crisis memoirs and 

on short personal and family narratives.  I will 

introduce brief in-class writing exercises, and 

provide the opportunity for developing a longer 

narrative for individual class members.  In this 

class I would welcome both old and new stu-

dents; new writing will be introduced as well as 

new questions about memory and the creation of 

a ñself.ò  

Jane McDonnell retired after 35 years of teach-

ing at Carleton.  She taught English and Ameri-

can  Literature, then Women's and Gender Stud-

ies and Creative Writing. She is the author of 

three books, the memoir News from the Border, 

about raising an autistic son, a guide to memoir 

writing called Living to Tell the Tale, and the 

forthcoming book of poetry A Bone in the 

Throat.   

 

10. Richard Collman, From Plain Chant to 

Praise Chorus: The History And Practice Of 

Christian Hymns ï Thursday, 9:30, United 

Methodist Church 
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This course is designed as a general overview of 

the history of hymns from the early church 

through our present 

time with an empha-

sis on hymn stories 

rooted in doctrine 

and human experi-

ence.  People feel 

passionately about 

their hymn favorites.  

Why?  What is our 

association with such 

music of the church?  

Quoting Erik Rout-

ley, famous 20th century hymnologist, ñHymns are 
delightful and dangerous things, as familiar as reading 

a newspaper, the most easily memorized of all Chris-

tian statements, and when you've forgotten everything 
else about church, you will still remember the hymns.ò  

No musical experience is necessary for enjoying this 

course.  Come prepared for an adventure across the 

centuries in highly varied hymn forms! 

 

Richard Collman is a retired minister-musician in 
Northfield who has served in various capacities over 

the years to interpret hymns to all ages.  He has served 

as minister to churches in the upper midwest as well 
as minister of music, designing hymn festivals over 

the years. He is a pianist, organist, conductor, and au-

thor. He is currently organist at First English Lutheran 
Church in Cannon Falls and accompanies the I Can-

tanti Choir in Northfield on organ and piano. 

 

11. Bob Bonner, Plains Indians in The 19th Century 

ï Thursday, 1:30 ï Village on the Cannon 

The years 1750-1890 
encompass the rise and 

the collapse of the tra-

ditional horse-and-

bison culture of the 
aboriginal inhabitants 

of the plains of western 

America.  We will at-
tempt to understand 

that culture as a whole 

as we learn the history of particular tribes and their 
interactions with Europeans and Americans who en-

croached upon the lands they called their own.  Par-

ticular examples we will study more closely will be 

taken from the histories of the tribes of the northern 
plains, e.g. Blackfeet, Crow, Sioux, and Cheyenne.  

Readings will include contemporary native testimony 

as well as modern scholarship. 

 

Robert Bonner taught American Indian History at 

Carleton College, from whence he retired in 2001. 

 

12. Bill Carlson - Development of the World Global 

Economy, Friday, 9:30, Senior Center, 106 

The goal of this 
course is to better 

understand how 

our modern Global 
Economy has 

evolved in each of 

several countries.   
The course will 

begin with a broad 

exploration of the 

developing world 
trade before the 

Industrial Revolutionð before 1700.  Then we will 

discuss the early industrial revolution in 18th Century 
England, followed by the rapid growth of the United 

States after the Civil War, with a special emphasis on 

the contributions from Minnesota and Upper Michi-
gan.  After that we will examine important economic 

development since the end of World War II, the end of 

western colonial domination, and the emergence of 

China, India and Brazil, nations that are likely to be-
come a major part of the world economic leadership.  

Finally we will analyze the Great Depression of the 

1930ôs as an example of how things can go really bad.   

  

Bill Carlson is Professor Emeritus in Economics at 

St. Olaf College.  His principal teaching emphasis was 
statistics and quantitative economics. He has written 

three textbooks, numerous papers, including consider-

able research on highway accidents.  In addition he 
has led a number of International Study Programs 

leading students to many places in the world.  Since 

retirement he has spent significant time studying the 

industrial revolution. 


