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A day of Rep. Banks’ tweets

If Putin doesn’t fear sanctions, his cronies might

T
HE last tweet I read before 
I turned it off was simply 
a message released from 

former President Donald Trump. 
It read: “If I were in office, this 
deadly Ukraine situation would 
never have happened!”

As ridiculous as that state-
ment is, it is not an unusual slice 
of the Twitter feed of Rep. Jim 
Banks, who technically repre-
sents Indiana’s 3rd District in the 
U.S. House. I write “technically” 
because Banks seems to spend far 
more of his energy in his role on 
the House Republican Leadership 
team than on representing the in-
terests of northeast Indiana. That 
vacuous role and Twitter trolling 
go together like peanut butter and 
jelly.

So, that’s what you’ll find the 
congressman doing most often 
these days. And the trolling doesn’t 
pause for a national and global 
security crisis like Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine. In fact, that is just 
another opportunity in the eyes 
of Banks. It gives him the chance 
to start Wednesday with a tweet 
at 8:43 a.m. that says: “In days to 
come Dems and their friends in the 
media will do anything to shift the 
blame for the last year’s failures 
away from Biden and blame Putin. 
Don’t let them.”

Really, congressman? On the 
day Putin invades Ukraine, you 
want to make sure people stay mad 
at Biden for whatever is on your 
partisan grievance list. The war 
that started last week in east-
ern Europe is like no other act of 
aggression since World War II. Pu-
tin’s words from a delusional and 

unstable rant were still hanging in 
the air from the day before when 
this one-day case study of Banks 
tweets begins.

More importantly though, a war 
in which America may not have 
troops fighting yet but is certainly 
a party to, does not even give this 
high-ranking member of Congress 
a reason to take a day of trolling 
off. I wonder what will.

Later Wednesday morning, at 
11:31 a.m., he starts back up again 
with this one: “Putin is a thug and 
Biden is a weak kneed leader who 
has enabled him. Trump deterred 
Russia for four years and the world 
was more safe on his watch than 
any single day under Joe Biden. 
American leadership matters and 
right now we don’t have it.”

Trump deterred Russia, huh? 
That is not how history recorded 
it. The best example was captured 
on video by every news outlet in 
Europe the day of Trump’s Helsinki 
moment with Vladimir Putin. Nope, 
that was not Trump “deterring” 
anyone of anything. It was a humil-
iating display of cowardice where 
the former president announced 
that he trusted the ex-KGB agent, 
current president of Russia and 
our primary adversary more than 
American intelligence agencies on 
Russia’s interference in the 2016 
U.S. elections.

The truth is that Putin didn’t 
need tanks when he had Trump. 
The former president provided all 
of the security Putin needed.

Which leads me back to the 
Trump statement Banks tweeted 
on Thursday night. The congress-
man wants Twitter land to forget 
that the former president was first 
impeached for attempting to ex-
tort Ukraine President Volodymyr 
Zelensky into initiating a baseless, 
politically beneficial investigation 
in exchange for nearly $400 million 
in U.S. military aid. Remember 
that? It happened in July of 2019.

Less than three years later, this 
Indiana congressman is promot-
ing the idea that Trump deterred 
Putin, and also that if he were still 
in office, he would now be a protec-
tor of Ukraine.

At 11:49 a.m. on Wednesday 
morning, Banks tried to “own” our 
current president one more time 
with this awkward installment: 
“Russia is playing with a pair of 
nines. America has a full house 
but Biden folds every time. Weak.” 
Only someone who doesn’t actually 
play poker would tweet something 
like that. I know several good poker 
players who live and vote in Indi-
ana’s 3rd congressional district, but 
they’re not on Twitter.

On Thursday afternoon, Banks 
tweeted, “Leadership matters!” 
Funny, I was thinking the same 
thing.

Michael Leppert is an author, educator and a communica-
tion consultant in Indianapolis. He writes about govern-
ment, politics and culture at MichaelLeppert.com. Send 
comments to editorial@therepublic.com.

A 
decade ago, I was a U.S. 
diplomat serving in Warsaw, 
Poland. I had a close group 

of Polish friends who, while not in 
the field of foreign affairs, had a 
strong fear of Putin’s Russia. They 
were concerned his aggression and 
resentment would lead him one day 
to launch war again in Europe.

I dismissed their concerns as 
a Cold War hangover. Poland then 
seemed so prosperous and at peace, 
and Russia so weak compared with 
the EU. The 2008 invasion into 
Georgia seemed a far cry from a 
threat on Western Europe.

Then came the 2014 invasion of 
Crimea, the 2016 interference in our 
own elections and years of cyberat-
tacks on the West. Putin has only 
grown bolder, as we have done our 
best to hope he wouldn’t go too far. 
Today, it is inescapable that he has.

Vladimir Putin has chosen war. 
His army has invaded an inde-
pendent country — a democracy, 
unprovoked, from three directions. 
This brazen action is triggering a 
reaction in the West and beyond 
that is unified in its condemnation. 
The extreme nature of the path 
Putin has chosen could finally be 
the driver of an effective Western 
response. It is a shame that it had 
to go this far to do so.

That response should not involve 
the United States engaging directly 
in war with a nuclear power, but 
we must be ready to take all other 
steps we can to impede Putin’s 
aggression.

Putin wasn’t banking on a 
unified NATO front, but it hasn’t 
deterred him either. If Western 

allies can maintain this unity, it 
might hollow out the oligarch sup-
port Putin needs to stay in power, 
or at least to maintain his war.

Sanctions imposed now have two 
goals. The first is punitive and pre-
ventive. Broad economic sanctions 
against Russia must prevent Putin 
from using Western money to fund 
his war machine.

The second set of sanctions aims 
at a different audience entirely — 
those, especially the oligarchs, who 
may be in a position to press Putin 
to end his war.

In both cases, these sanctions 
must go far beyond what was 
imposed in 2014 when Putin first 
invaded Crimea. Those sanctions 
were mild, more symbolic than 
punishing. They were the actions 
of states that wanted to signal dis-
approval but didn’t wish to suffer 
themselves financially to do so.

Thanks to high oil and gas 
prices, Putin is ready to weather 
the storm. But will the rest of Rus-
sia, the Russian elite in particular, 
be ready with him?

In addition to broad financial 
sanctions that will hit Russia’s 
economy as a whole, and Putin’s 
ability to pay for the war, the U.S., 
U.K. and European Union are also 
sanctioning individual oligarchs 
and their families. The families are 
a new addition, intended to cut off 

a path that Russian officials had 
previously used to avoid the sting 
of sanctions on themselves: using 
their kids to hide their wealth.

What will Russia, or Russia’s 
elites, gain from this exposure, 
risking their access to and safe 
havens in Western markets and 
countries? A large, expensive, 
violent war. Ukraine might be out-
gunned, but it is not rolling over 
easily. In tandem with sanctions 
must come increasing support to 
help Ukraine defend itself. The 
costlier this fight is, the more likely 
Putin is to lose the support he 
needs at home to stay the course.

Putin relies on the Russian elites 
and military to stay in power. If the 
West aims to change Putin’s path 
without getting dragged into a hot 
war, its hope lies in the ability to 
stay the course together, imposing 
increasing costs on Putin’s inner 
circle and, in doing so, persuading 
the oligarchs that Putin’s hubris is 
doing them no favors.

But if the oligarchs are excluded 
from the U.K. while their yachts 
can still dock in the Mediterranean 
Sea, that leverage is lost.

That unity may well depend on 
the willingness of citizens of the 
West to suffer some economic costs 
of the broad economic sanctions 
too. If inflation or gas prices go 
up and your 401(k) goes down as a 
result, give some thought to what 
democracy is worth to you.

Elizabeth Shackelford is a senior fellow on U.S. foreign policy 
with the Chicago Council on Global Affairs. This article first 
appeared in the Chicago Tribune. Send comments to edito-
rial@therepublic.com.
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Anti-teacher, 
anti-librarian 
measures stall, 
fortunately
I

NDIANA’S Republican lawmakers 
in the General Assembly at long last 
have heard the voices of Hoosiers who 

implored them not to pass wrong-headed 
anti-teacher and anti-librarian bills.

There is no other way to characterize, 
respectively, what House Bill 1134 and 
Senate Bill 17 were. If Indiana lawmakers 
don’t comprehend that these bills are anti-
teacher and anti-librarian, they need to 
educate themselves on why so many peo-
ple were so angered by them. These bills 
attempted to use state law to censor what 
we can say or read. Not only that, the bills 
showed utter disrespect for professional 
public servants who deserve our praise, 
not punitive measures from politicians.

House Bill 1134 is the anti-teacher bill 
that, among other things, sought to limit 
what educators could say when teaching 
about “divisive concepts.” Practically any 
concept can be divisive, so the bill had 
fundamental First Amendment problems 
as well as vague language. That’s been the 
ruin of many a poor bill Indiana lawmak-
ers have passed in recent years that led 
courts to strike them down as unconstitu-
tional.

The bill’s overarching problem was 
that, on the whole, it was a message from 
the legislative leadership to teachers and 
public schools saying, “We don’t trust 
you.” That’s problematic for a legislative 
supermajority in a state where roughly 
half the tax dollars go toward funding 
education.

Sen. Linda Rogers, R-Granger, who 
sponsored a watered-down HB1134 in the 
Senate, pulled the bill Monday, effectively 
killing it for the session.

“It probably needed a little more work,” 
Rogers said in a remark that’s a leading 
contender for understatement of the legis-
lative session.

What needs a little more work is the 
General Assembly’s relationship with our 
teachers, who are among the lowest-paid 
in the nation. Teachers won’t forget this 
shameful bill, nor will parents or a broad 
coalition of Hoosiers who rose up against 
it. Indiana State Teachers Association 
President Keith Gambill thanked support-
ers who “made their voices heard that 
HB1134 has no place in Indiana.”

Teachers will be watching to make sure 
the terrible elements of HB1134 don’t crop 
up during these final two weeks. That’s 
when lawmakers tend to sneak all kinds 
of unpopular and unscrupulous measures 
into other bills, particularly in the final 48 
hours before the legislature is scheduled to 
adjourn by March 14.

Meanwhile, the anti-librarian bill, Sen-
ate Bill 17, appears dead for the session 
after missing House deadlines for votes. 
That bill would have, in its original form, 
potentially prosecuted librarians who pro-
vide “harmful materials” to minors, even 
for educational purposes. Again, those 
vague words would have invited a court to 
strike the law, had it passed.

Here in Columbus, the Bartholomew 
County Public Library held a “read-in” 
to protest the bill. Like the anti-teacher 
bill, Senate Bill 17 tread on basic liberties. 
People saw this and spoke out. For all the 
doubts we sometimes have in our systems 
of government, this time, it looks as if 
people’s voices were heard.

If there is to be any silver lining to the 
censoring and professional harassment 
that was attempted through these bills, let 
it be that our lawmakers learned a basic 
lesson in democracy: Their duties end 
where they infringe on our basic rights.
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