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Blog #1 

The Commencement Address I've Never Been Asked To 
Give 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Newsletter	–	August	31,	2016	

	

	

OK, here's the truth:  I've always wanted to give a commencement address. 
Never been asked. 

 
But since the new school year is beginning, and you might know a college president 
who'd like to book me for next June, I thought I might share with you what I would say. 

 
To the graduates: 
 
I have good news and bad news, so let's get the bad news out of the way: 
No one ever has to listen to you again. 
 
You no longer have professors paid to read whatever nonsense you cook up half 
an hour before the assignment is due. 
 
Now you will have bosses, clients, and investors, who will get rid of you the 
minute you prove you have nothing worthwhile to say. 
 
This is what we mean by the Real World. 
 
It gets worse. 
 
Your parents don't have to listen to you, either. 
 
They will if you have something worth saying. 
 
But otherwise, you're out of the house. 
 
At least I hope you are. 
 
From now on, you will only get as much attention as you deserve. 
 
You will no longer get attention simply because you are you. 
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That's the real end of childhood--this moment right now, when you have to earn 
attention instead of getting it for free. 
 
It's actually a good thing, however.  
 
It will cause you to measure your words and think before you speak. 
 
Of course, you could go to grad school, where you will find more professors paid 
to listen to you, but I hope you only do that because you're truly interested in a 
career that requires an advanced degree. 
 
Don't just go back to school because you don't know what else to do with your 
life. 
(That's what I did.) 
 
And now the good news: 
 
All of you--indeed all of us, not just you graduates of this fine institution--have 
been given a most extraordinary gift. 
 
This gift is called...consciousness. 
 
You can't see it, taste it, weigh it, or measure it, but it's there. 
 
Why we have it, we don't know. 
 
A lot of folks have made educated guesses, which we call religion, philosophy, 
and reason. 
 
But we still don't know for a certainty why we have it. 
 
We don't even value the gift of consciousness. 
 
We drown it out with distractions, with trivia, with web surfing, with the news, with 
sex, and with drugs and alcohol. 
 
[Wait for applause for sex, drugs and alcohol to die down.] 
 
But now that no one has to listen to you, the wisest thing you could do is begin to 
listen to yourself. 
 
Deep within you is a voice aching to be heard, aching to be understood beyond 
the clamor and clutter of everyday life. 
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You can call this voice God, the music of the spheres, your Muse, or by any other 
name. 
 
That voice is your inner response to the world in which you live. 
 
It's your conscience. It's your intuition. It's your true GPS. 
 
Instead of ignoring it, as so many of us spend our entire lives, listen to it. 
 
That voice will never steer you wrong. 
 
It wants nothing from you. 
 
It doesn't want to sell you something. 
 
It doesn't want to sleep with you. 
 
It just wants to be heard. 
 
It's the greatest app in human history, and you don't even have to download it. 
 
You just have to pay attention. 
 
That voice will tell you why you were created. 
 
What your purpose is. 
 
Whom you should serve, and how you can serve them. 
 
As Stephen Cope writes in his wonderful book, The Great Work of Your Life, it's 
a dirty lie to tell young people, or old people, for that matter, that they can do or 
be anything they choose. 
 
Cope writes that ultimately, we can only be ourselves. 
 
So it's time to drop the masks, stop the pretending, quit the posing. 
 
It's time to begin the journey toward discovering who you are. 
 
When you strip away the accoutrements of college life, your resume, material 
culture, and Western civilization, you are what remains. 
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Now that no one else has to pay attention to you, it's time for you to pay attention 
to yourself. 
 
The purpose of life is love and service. 
 
Listen to that still, small voice within.  
 
Determine whom you are meant to love and serve, and go to work. 
 
Childhood is over. 
 
Sorry to deliver the bad news. 
 
Adulthood awaits.   
 
That's the good news. 
 
If you listen to yourself, I guarantee you that everyone else out there is going to 
listen to you. 

 
Okay, that's the speech – short and sweet. 
 
I'm now booking dates for next June. Two nights in a nice hotel and coach fare from 
Boston.   
 
Of course, if you've got an honorary degree you can spare, I won't turn that down, 
either.	
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Blog #2 
 

My New Speech To The Graduates 
By	Michael	Levin	–	Newsletter,	May	22,	2017	

	

	

Graduates of the class of 2017, distinguished faculty, honored guests: 

On behalf of my entire generation, let me begin my commencement address to you by 
apologizing profusely for having screwed up your world practically beyond recognition. 

It's certainly not what we had in mind. 

It all seemed so innocent back in the 1980s when our generation took the reins. 

So what if we created the most massive wealth transfer in history from the poor, 
working, and middle classes to the wealthy? 

What could go wrong?         

Well, it turns out, plenty. 

We didn't just pull up the economic ladder. 

We chopped it up for kindling and set fire to it. 

So sorry. 

Okay, let's talk about the world beyond our borders. 

Back in the 1980s, we actually armed the mujahideen, the predecessors to the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, to turn that country into a quagmire that brought down the Soviet Union. 

If only we had just waited a couple more years. 

The Soviet Union was on the verge of collapsing under its own economic weight. Maybe 
there wouldn't have been a Taliban at all. 

Or an Al-Qaeda.  Or a 9/11. 

Also, sorry about Iraq and Afghanistan. 



	 8	

You'll be paying back the trillions of dollars we borrowed, looking for those pesky 
weapons of mass destruction, about the same time that you start paying off your student 
loans. 

Our bad. 

We're also the generation that brought the world globalization. 

It seemed like a good idea at the time, and in many ways, it was. 

We moved much of Asia out of poverty and helped create a middle class of 300 million, 
practically the size of the American population, in China alone. 

But you know those container ships bringing all that stuff we bought in Target and 
Walmart for the last 20 years?  

They went back to Asia bearing American sovereign debt and millions of manufacturing 
jobs. 

So maybe the $9 kids' shirts we've been buying in the malls for all these years actually 
had a higher price tag than was apparent. 

Oops. 

We know you guys all want jobs now that you've graduated, but for the most part, you'll 
be finding piecework. 

Unfortunately there's no app for underemployment. 

We know that when you look at our generation, the beneficiaries of what was left of the 
American Century, you see Baby Boomers fat and happy in the big houses we bought 
with cheap mortgage dollars. 

Well, we may be fat, but I don't know how happy we are. 

For many of us, our 401(k)'s turned into 201(k)'s and our retirements are as unsettled as 
your job prospects. 

And too bad, too sad about the political system utterly failing. Maybe somebody in your 
generation will figure out how to get the two-party system working again or how to 
replace it with something better. 

Or not. 

But I'm not here to depress you. 
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There's actually plenty of good news. 

The main themes of life aren't affected by the economic, political, and adventurist 
blundering of us Baby Boomers. 

Love is still love. Family is still family. Spirituality is still spirituality. And you still live in 
the freest, safest, most idealistic nation on the planet.  

For now. 

I'd love to conclude by finding a way to put a nice bow on things. 

I'd love to tell you that we self-absorbed Boomers aren't the first generation in history to 
bequeath a world considerably worse off than the one we were handed. 

But I'd be wrong. 

We screwed up. 

We goofed. 

We blew it. 

But you guys seem pretty sensible, if annoyed with us, as I admire your intelligent, 
upturned faces. 

Here's hoping that you can fix the mess we're handing you, or, at a minimum, that you're 
good enough, smart enough, and doggone it, likable enough not to make things too 
much worse for your kids. 

Anyway, congratulations, and good luck. 

You're gonna need it. 
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Blog #3 

Shock And Awe At My College Reunion 

By	Michael	Levin	–	LifeZette	(MomZette)	–	July	14,	2015	

 

 

Took my son to my 35th college reunion recently. 

The two main topics of the weekend: sexual assault on campus and alcohol abuse. My 
son is 12. Not exactly the sort of misty-eyed reminiscence to which I thought I would 
expose him. 

A lawsuit, filed the day before reunion weekend, claimed the college had expelled a 
student for drunkenly forcing a female classmate to give him oral sex. That’s an awful lot 
to explain to a 12-year-old. 

The young man filing the lawsuit and his accuser were both intoxicated, according to 
news reports. So was pretty much everyone else at the reunion, my son noted. “Why is 
everybody so drunk?” he asked me at the Saturday night class dinner. 

 As I looked around the room and saw what he saw – a lot of mid-50s men and women 
drinking heavily and talking loudly – I tried several answers: Reunions are a socially 
acceptable time to get loaded; reunions are a time when people compare their lives with 
their expectations about how their lives would turn out; people enjoy being with old 
friends in a comfortable setting and kick back a little; and so on. 

But the only explanation that made sense to him, and to me, was that a lot of people are 
very unhappy, and drinking helps them avoid contemplating their unhappiness. 

It was hardly a grim weekend, to be sure. We ran into a lot of wonderful old friends, 
classmates I hadn’t seen in decades. We went for a run in the woods that ended up with 
us getting lost in the woods and hitchhiking – hitchhiking! – back to the campus. We 
attended two brilliant comedy shows in which famous alums performed. We also 
attended several illuminating discussions about the future of the college. I even joined 
fellow alumni Glee Clubbers who represented a 60-year span of attendance to sing the 
old college songs.  
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Yet the specter of the sexual assault lawsuit and the eye-widening (for a 12-year-old) 
consumption of alcohol hung over the weekend and raised questions I wasn’t 
comfortable answering and have yet to answer. 

It all comes down to the degree to which any college or university is responsible for 
regulating the lives of its resident students, and the degree to which adults effectively 
regulate their own behavior. 

On the first issue, as a parent I have to ask: Is this the kind of college experience I want 
for my son? On the second: Is this the kind of world that my generation is bequeathing 
to the young? 

You want your kid to go to a good school. Does he only apply to Brigham Young? 

Like many alums of many schools, I love my college and look back with great fondness 
at my four years there – four years that, from this vantage point, look as though they 
belong to another lifetime. 

My school is not the only college grappling with the challenges of acting in loco parentis 
in an alcohol-washed, sexually charged digital era. Practically every school struggles 
with these issues. I have faith that my college’s leaders will get it right, sooner rather 
than later, and that these issues will work themselves out appropriately on campuses 
across the country. 

I also know that my job of educating my children won’t stop anytime soon.As a parent, 
it’s not just college reunions that make me feel as though I’ve gotten a whole lot more 
than I bargained for. Our popular culture means that parenting requires my wife and me 
to serve as human bulwarks against the tide of inappropriate ideas and images. I took 
my other son, when he was 11, to a movie called Divergent that was so violent and 
upsetting I couldn’t believe it was made explicitly for kids. 

One of my boys’ favorite shows was The Cleveland Show. Key word in that 
sentence: was. It’s a cartoon, and it has kids in it, which in decades past typically 
indicated the show was appropriate for children. Wrong. My kids aren’t allowed to watch 
The Cleveland Show anymore. The overt sexuality is more than a 12-year-old should 
witness. 

I’m not a prude for my own sake, but I am when it comes to my boys. 

There’s no place to hide from today’s pop culture. This situation creates a new level of 
stress in family relationships, or at least in ours. 
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I’d like to think that my kids believe I have their best interests at heart. They’re smart; 
they realize the world doesn’t operate with their best interests in mind. 

Don’t get me wrong. My son and I had a great time at my college reunion. I just never 
imagined he would learn so much at college … and so soon. 
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Blog #4 

Why Your Gardener’s Kid Will Never Go To College, And 
Why Your Kid Will 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	March	1,	2016	

 

 

It’s not your genetics or even your IQ that determines your future, says Charles Murray. 

It’s your zip code. 

In his outrageous and highly entertaining book, just released in paperback, Coming 
Apart: The State of White America 1960-2010 (Crown Forum), Murray argues that only 
the wealthy live the virtues and values set forth by our Founding Fathers. And that’s why 
they’re so wealthy. 

Upper class America adheres to the traditional American tenets of industriousness, 
community, marriage, and trust, the same markers that de Tocqueville admired about 
us. 

Lower class America, by contrast, are a bunch of slackers: They don’t marry, don’t value 
work, and don’t even go to PTA meetings. The rapscallions. 

Upper class Americans go to every community event under the sun, recycle religiously, 
do yoga and marathons, don’t know much about NASCAR, saw every episode of Mad 
Men, and never had a close friend who got straight Cs in school. 

Lower class women get pregnant out of wedlock and consider their paramours shiftless 
burdens, so they don’t marry them, which means that their children are growing up in 
families and therefore communities without male authority figures. 

When upper class women get pregnant, they know how many grams of protein they eat 
each day, choose their pediatricians before they deliver (or before they even get 
pregnant), and make their husbands accompany them to breathing classes. 

Upper class folks benefit from the “college sorting machine,” which leads them to the 
best careers, exposes them to other intelligent, successful, prosperity-minded people as 
marriage partners, and concentrates them in SuperZips, the highest income zip codes in 
the nation, mostly in the Northeast Corridor and in the better parts of California. 
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Lower class people live everywhere else. 

The only organization the poor belong to, chides Murray, is “The Sunshine Club” — the 
group of guys who hang out at the corner, live off the government, and have a girlfriend 
and a TV, of which both work. 

And that’s the real problem, in Murray’s view. Lower class men no longer find dignity 
and honor in their communities by holding down low-paying jobs, as was the case a 
generation ago, so they often don’t even bother to work. Or marry. Or take leadership 
roles in their communities. 

Murray writes that only four things provide deep and abiding happiness: faith, family, 
community, and vocation (which encompasses work). These four qualities used to be 
within the reach of all Americans, who learned values from common sources like the 
McGuffey’s Readers and who all belonged to the same civic associations, whether they 
were rich or poor. 

Today, only upper class Americans consider themselves “very happy” with their lives. 
The poor lack access to these values, and therefore to happiness, because their lives 
are not centered around work and family, commitment and trust. 

Obviously, Murray suggests, this is an unsustainable future for the America we all want 
to believe in. The two Americas, rich and poor, happy and unhappy, can exist side-by-
side in a single society, but not as the unique society the forefathers envisioned when 
they fashioned a new nation as a shining city on a hill. 

Murray’s numerous critics, who date back two decades to his publication of The Bell 
Curve, which stratified ethnic groups based on IQ and other factors, blame globalization, 
corporate greed, and the offshoring of jobs as reasons why the poor are poorer in 
wealth and spirit. 

Murray, a libertarian, places the bulk of the blame on the welfare state. Take away a 
man’s dignity by turning him into a sucker if he works a low-pay job, and you’ll send that 
man straight to the Sunshine Club. 

This is the real crisis in American life today, he argues. And since members of the upper 
class have virtually no meaningful contact with members of the lower class, there’s no 
awareness of the reality of this crisis, and therefore no consideration of the dismal future 
this situation portends. 

Feminism’s success has also hurt the working man. “There’s very little status within a 
neighborhood,” Murray said in a phone interview, “that accrues to a man working in a 
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low-paying job to help support his wife and children. That used to be a strong source of 
status. Now it isn’t.” 

Whatever caused this problem, Murray says, the only way to solve it is to stigmatize the 
concept of the non-working working class male just as society successfully stigmatized 
smoking a generation ago. Until working class America shifts its values, the “American 
experiment” will be found working only in the better zip codes, such as yours, gentle 
reader. 

“If I had to bet money, real money,” Murray says, “then I would bet that the pessimistic 
scenario is the one that wins.” 

Anybody want the under? 
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Blog #5 

Media, Celebs And Society As A Whole Are Just Plain 
Shameless Now 

By	Michael	Levin	–	NY	Daily	News	–	July	11,	2016	

 

 

One of my all-time favorite movie moments occurs in “Some Like It Hot,” the 1959 film 
starring Marilyn Monroe and Tony Curtis. 

Curtis and Jack Lemmon play musicians who inadvertently witness the Valentine's Day 
massacre in the Chicago garage and are now running for their lives. In a comedic sort of 
way, of course. 

Dressed as women, they join an all-female band headed by train from Chicago to 
Florida, where they meet Marilyn Monroe, and hilarity ensues. 

The moment I'm speaking of happens at the train station, when the overbearing matron 
who runs the band warns her nebbishy assistant, "All my girls are virtuosi, and it's your 
responsibility to make sure they all stay that way."  

What makes this moment so wonderful, of course, is that the mores of time banned the 
writers of the movie — Billy Wilder and I. A. L. Diamond — from using the word 
"virgins." 

The restrictions gave birth to the comedy. 

Today, such a movie moment couldn't happen. 

That's because there are no restrictions.  

Instead of that delectable moment, in a movie which came out only a year after I did, 
you'd see Harvey Keitel's backside as he's getting Marilyn Monroe pregnant. 

The world has suffered a serious loss today, and that loss is shame. 

Let's define our terms. 

Guilt is how I feel about myself when I do the wrong thing.  

Shame is my concern about how the world will see me when I do the wrong thing. 
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Guilt is a private matter, so it's harder to judge its presence or absence. 

But it's blatantly obvious today that shame no longer exists. 

It just doesn't matter how anyone else sees you 

This is true from our political candidates down all the way to our private lives. 

It's especially true in our news media. 

They've been saying, "If it bleeds, it leads" since at least the 1970s — anything gory or 
mayhem-filled is your main story, no matter how little effect it may have on the viewers' 
lives. 

Back then, though, and even until recently, they didn't show the footage of that gory 
mayhem. 

There was a sense of what therapist and author John Bradshaw called "healthy shame" 
— a sense that certain things or certain images did not belong in the public sphere. 

That's all gone. 

Tune in the news, if you must, and you might or might not be advised that a segment 
contains "graphic images." 

But there they will be. 

Dead bodies. 

People being shot or strangled to death. 

Children being taken from their parents on surveillance footage from inside a 7-11. 

Some might argue that this is nothing new. 

After all, weren't the violent images of warfare in Vietnam on the evening news the very 
thing that turned the nation against that war? 

No. That's a pernicious myth. 

I remember news footage from the Vietnam War, because I watched the evening news 
back then. 

I was a strange kid, I admit it. 

But the news did not contain imagery of soldiers killing or dying. 
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You might see soldiers moving through the jungle, but you never saw actual carnage. 

Something's lost when we have no sense of healthy shame, when we can let everything 
hang out. 

It's not just the subtlety of language that enabled Wilder and Diamond to craft such a 
brilliant movie as “Some Like It Hot.” 

It's a sense of dignity. Of proportion. Of respect. 

In “The Iliad,” we learn that in ancient Greek culture, the corpse of a soldier killed in 
battle had to be buried, because its unburied state was considered an embarrassment 
and a shame. 

Today, with all the killing in the world, we are simply inured to violent images, which 
unfortunately breeds more violence. 

There are two ways to get on television news. 

One is to accomplish something meaningful. 

The other is to shoot up a movie theater or an airport terminal. 

Would there be fewer copycat attacks if we didn't leave a roadmap to copycats? 

About 15 years ago, the actress — and I use the term loosely — Pamela Anderson, was 
asked how she would explain the existence of her sex tape to her children when they 
came of age. 

This was at that seemingly prehistoric moment when she was one of the very few 
people to have done a sex tape. 

"We'll just explain that back then, mommy and daddy used to film everything," she 
explained brightly. 

The headshaking ludicrousness of the explanation notwithstanding, today you'd have to 
feel that she has a point. 

Today, we make videos of everything, from sex to murder. 

And then we post it for the world to see. 

The loss of shame is, in and of itself, the real shame. 
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Blog #6 

Where Were You On September 10th? 

By	Michael	Levin	–	FoxNews.com	–	September	11,	2013	

 

 

Most of us remember where we were when we learned of the attacks on the Twin 
Towers on September 11, 2001. 

But I've been thinking about a different question. What do people remember about 
September 10th? 

If you do have any memories of where you were, what you did, or what you were 
thinking about on September 10th, 2001, I'd love to know what they are. 

I recall one small thing about that day. I was coming home from work, on the 10 freeway 
in Los Angeles, where we then lived, and listening to a news report about the stock 
market. 

"The market is sitting on its hands," a commentator was saying, suggesting that 
investors were taking a wait-and-see approach before they made a major move. 

They didn't have to wait long, and then they saw plenty. 

The next day the Dow lost 20 percent of its value. 

The stock market probably wasn't the only entity "sitting on its hands" on that now 
seemingly idyllic September 10th. A day destined to live in non-infamy, just like 
December 6th, 1941. 

But here we are, more than 16 years later. And how many of us are still sitting on our 
hands about our lives, taking a wait-and-see attitude? 

The world rewards proactivity. In nature as in human affairs, coasting is frowned upon; 
as the expression goes, we can only coast one way. 

The scientific term for the phenomenon of things breaking down in nature, inexorably, 
over time, unless something or someone interferes, is entropy. 

The classic definition of entropy is that if you trained a camera on a brick building for 
200 years, the building would eventually turn to dust. But if you could train another 
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camera on a pile of dust for 200 years, under no circumstances would it become a brick 
building. 

For a while, 9/11 knocked the entropy from all of us. We stopped sitting on our hands. 
We stopped coasting. Most of us became far more appreciative of the people we loved, 
suddenly conscious of how quickly they could be taken from us.  As President George 
W. Bush advised us in the aftermath of the attack, we hugged our kids. 

And then time passed, and human nature being what it is, most of us resumed the 
process of entropy, of coasting, of not appreciating where we are, what we have, or 
whom we are with. 

As Billy Joel sang, "These are the days to hang onto.  Cause we won't, although we'll 
want to." 

This is just as true in our working lives as in our professional lives. 

In recent years, we've become inured to sudden violence, sudden loss, and sudden 
death. Not much surprises us. 

A mass shooting? We want to know how many were killed and who did it.  Religious 
extremist?  A guy off his meds?  As if knowing something along those lines could 
somehow numb the pain.  And then we shake our heads and resume...coasting. 

In these crazy times, there will inevitably be more 9/11s of different size and scope.  
Sad to say, we haven't seen our last senseless, traumatic loss. 

But there's always a day before 9/11, or before December 7th 1941, or before any day 
that lives in infamy. In other words, every day. While any day could be a September 
11th, the reality is that every day is, potentially, a September 10th. 

And if history is any guide, we have no business sitting on our hands. 
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Blog #7 

#StopTerrorPorn 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	February	10,	2015	

 

 

Why do the major television networks - CNN, Fox News, and so on - allow themselves 
to be used as recruiting tools for terror networks? 

Why do they permit themselves to carry messages for the worst people on the planet? 

Because terror is big bucks for the news media, I suppose. 

The reason the terrorists produce videos is because if they kill someone behind closed 
doors, only a handful of people will be affected. 

If they release a video, then the whole world will be watching. 

Which essentially creates an alignment of interests between terrorists and TV news 
producers. 

CNN and MSNBC have terrible ratings these days. For CNN, it’s almost as bad as when 
the network started, when people scoffed at the idea of 24-hour news and derided Ted 
Turner’s vision as the Chicken Noodle Network. 

Now the networks are playing chicken with each other, daring one another to air 
increasingly shocking video. 

Call it Terror Porn. 

Is it news? Perhaps. Is it giving aid and comfort to the enemy? Absolutely. 

What if they had 24-hour news channels at other times in history? 

Would we have aired footage from the crematoria in the death camps in Nazi Germany? 

Or from the Cambodian holocaust? 

Or from the Soviet Gulag? 

The idea seems so absurd, so awful and unthinkable. 
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And yet, here we are, complacent as can be, not complaining for a moment when the 
news networks beam these horrific images into our homes, our gyms, wherever we - 
and our children - may be. 

Why doesn’t anyone question this? 

I’m not saying, don’t report the news. Of course, report it. 

But don’t be complicit in it. 

Why do you have to sink to the level of the lowest slime on earth by airing their 
debauched videos? 

Why do you have to honor these uncivilized people by broadcasting their faces day and 
night? 

Why do we put up with the use of our broadcast spectrum - a publicly owned entity, 
incidentally - as a tool for those who would destroy our way of life? 

I don’t know much about social media, but I understand that hashtags are a way of 
attracting attention to a single idea. 

What if there was a Twitter campaign based on the hashtag #StopTerrorPorn? 

What if there were a groundswell of support for the idea that broadcasting the videos, 
still photos, and even the faces of our enemies is actually helping their cause? 

I understand that terror is the primary tool of the movements that oppose freedom and 
dignity. 

But terror shouldn’t be a tool for driving ratings. 

#StopTerrorPorn. 

Pass it on. 
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Blog #8 

Sex, Drugs, And Permissiveness 

By	Michael	Levin	–	LifeZette	(MomZette)	–	November	9,	2015	

 

 

There is a time bomb ticking in every residential college and university in America, and 
it’s not from a terrorist. 

The ingredients of the time bombs are sex, alcohol, guilt, the permissive culture we live 
in, and colleges and universities that want to disavow their in loco parentis obligations to 
their students. 

Yet every time a student lodges a charge of unwanted sexual advances, schools get 
involved in the complicated and dangerous job of trying to sort out the alcohol-fueled he-
said she-saids. 

When it comes to college life, the first rule is there are no rules, as one song puts it. 

This mattered less in the era prior to the hookup culture, when a boyfriend-girlfriend 
relationship preceded many sexual encounters. Today, sex is often entirely 
disconnected from any kind of emotional bond. The tendency among many young 
people is to sleep with the other person first and ask questions later. 

The questions they ask later are such things as: Why did I do that? Did I really receive 
consent? Or, if I was drunk, did I really give consent? Or, if I was drunk or impaired, did 
I receive consent? At what point may consent be withdrawn after the fact? 

These issues are far beyond the capacity of most undergraduate administrators to 
handle. How do you establish rules for reviewing consent, often late at night? And often 
in alcohol-fueled encounters? What evidence is required? What evidence could 
there be? Whom do you believe? 

If these questions were merely academic, however, the subject would not be so vital. 

The grave concern here is that schools are terminating students for violations of 
behavior codes that are often murky, unsettled, and ill-defined. 

Here is an example of a school’s policy — in this case, Oberlin College — regarding 
sexual activity among its students: 
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“All sexual interaction between students must be consensual. The term ‘consent’ cannot 
be defined with enough precision to make a definition meaningful for any and/or all 
situations. Consent must be looked at on a case-by-case basis, by examining the facts 
of the particular matter. In some cases, however, consent may never be given, such as 
when an individual is asleep or unconscious, or when an individual’s judgment is 
substantially impaired by drugs or alcohol. Students should take advantage of 
educational and training opportunities offered at the college to clarify the meaning and 
nature of sexual consent.” 

Did you catch the key words in there? 

The term “consent” cannot be defined with enough precision to make a definition 
meaningful for any and/or all situations. 

And then, a few lines down: … or when an individual’s judgment is substantially 
impaired by drugs or alcohol. 

What lawyer came up with the formulation “substantially impaired”? What’s the 
difference between a little bit impaired and “substantially” so? Who makes that call? 
Based on what? 

Yet Oberlin, like all colleges and universities, must make these precise determinations -- 
while the academic careers, reputations and nascent professional lives of young people 
hang in the balance. 

The world was simpler when parietal rules were enforced. Male students could not go 
upstairs in female students’ dormitories. Indeed, male and female students had their 
own dormitories. And their own gender-dictated bathrooms, for that matter. 

Limitations like the “three feet on the floor rule” and “you must keep the door open at 
least by the width of a book” (circumvented by using a matchbook instead of "War and 
Peace") seem, by today’s standards, positively quaint, like doing long division with a 
pencil and paper instead of asking Google. 

But back then you didn’t have college presidents and deans, trained in medieval French 
or advanced calculus, attempting to parse the mindset of sexually active 19-year-olds 
with the future of those young people on the line. 

A New York news program opens with these words from an off-camera announcer, “It’s 
10 p.m. Do you know where your children are?” 
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Now it ought to be asking, “It’s 1 a.m. Did your son or daughter give or receive 
consent?” 
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Blog #9 

Why I’m Proud To Be An American – Because We Keep 
On Telling The Truth. 

By	Michael	Levin	–	FoxNews.com	–	July	15,	2017	

 

 

What’s wrong with America? 

Just ask our European friends who live here. 

They’ll be happy to tell you how uncivilized we are, how much better the food and wine 
are at home, that Americans work too hard, that we don’t know how to enjoy a vacation. 
. .and as for our government? 

Don’t even ask. 

The one question I always want to ask—and sometimes I do—is the obvious one: 

If things are so bad here, why don’t you just go home? 

To criticize and tear down for no particular reason is a distinctly European pastime. 

Get a few Americans together and we will also criticize our own society, but for a 
different reason. 

We want to make it better. 

My America is imperfect in terms of its government, social structure, economy, 
infrastructure, race relations, policing, mass transportation, and a hundred other things. 

But in this country, we self-criticize because we want to improve. 

We are never satisfied. 

We are not extremists or overly idealistic. 

We simply want the best for ourselves, our families, our neighbors, and those with little 
or nothing. 
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In other countries, and at most other times of human history, you could never criticize 
the State. 

In Soviet Russia, your child might turn you in. 

In other places, you would be ostracized, or fired, or expelled, or shot. 

Not here. 

We don’t seek to hide our shortcomings. 

American history, for all its fits and starts, has been about taking an imperfect system 
and an imperfect Union and making them better and stronger. 

Birthing freedom and dignity remains a painful, fitful, confused, and even bloody 
process. 

Yet we keep on groping toward the light, simply because we are not afraid to tell the 
dark truths about ourselves. 

Justice Louis Brandeis said it best a century ago: “Sunlight is the best disinfectant.” 

I’m proud to be an American because we are not too proud as a society to acknowledge 
our numerous, perhaps endless, flaws. 

But somehow we keep lurching forward toward something better. 

We tell the ugly truth about ourselves, our communities, and our past – not to tear down, 
but to find a way to build. 

The scar tissue that forms over the wounds we salve is the strongest tissue that exists. 

We should really call our flag the Scars and Stripes. 

We Americans tend to sit patiently when our foreign guests remind us of our various 
national embarrassments, past and present. 

Our real response, however, is the same as what the young Muhammad Ali told Soviet 
“journalists” probing him for his views on racism in America: 

“We’ve got our best people working on it.” 

In the United States, I’d like to believe, “our best people” means pretty much all of us. 

Let the Europeans, and the rest of the world, criticize us all they want. 
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Their words mean nothing. 

Our national thirst for self-criticism, unslaked from our earliest days, makings making us 
better and better. 

I’m proud to be an American not just because of what we have accomplished, but 
because of our never-ending desire to make right our wrongs instead of hiding them, 
denying them, or wishing them away. 

We may have settled a continent, but as a nation, we never settle for less. 
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Blog #10 

Where Have All The Great Communicators Gone? 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	June	5,	2016	

 

 

Did you ever notice that whenever people provide examples of great communicators, 
they inevitably reach back half a century or more to the usual suspects: FDR, Churchill, 
JFK, RFK, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Hasn’t anybody said anything worth remembering in the last 50 years? 

With the exception of Ronald Reagan, we haven’t had a quotable president since Casey 
Stengel managed the Yankees. Come to think of it, we haven’t had a quotable Yankee 
manager since then, either. 

Yes, Barack Obama is a captivating speaker. But is there a speech or even an 
expression you can think of that’s uniquely his? 

Churchill: “We will fight them on the beaches...” 

FDR: “The only thing to fear...” 

JFK: “Ask not...” 

Dr. King: “I have a dream...” 

Reagan: “There you go again...” 

Am I the only one bothered by the apparent death of fine oratory in the world today? 

It’s not that people are talking less. It’s that they aren’t saying anything worth 
remembering. 

Once, when a leader spoke, everyone listened. Today, thanks to the explosion of both 
social media and traditional media, everybody’s spouting off, but in our ADHD-addled 
world, is anyone paying attention? 

The best speakers of the last 50 years all did their best work in the 1980s. If you can 
find video of Mario Cuomo (“A Tale Of Two Cities”) and Jesse Jackson (“You don’t know 
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the me that makes me me”) speaking at the 1984 Democratic Convention, you’ll be 
spellbound. 

Maggie Thatcher moved England with Churchillian aphorisms like “Being powerful is like 
being a lady. If you have to tell people you are, you aren’t.” 

And of course, the Great Communicator himself, Ronald Reagan: “I want to meet with a 
Soviet leader, but they keep dying on me.” 

And then... 30 years of crickets. 

Why? 

To paraphrase Stengel, can’t anybody here talk a good game? 

Bill Clinton’s presidency may offer the reason why. Clinton’s a fabulous, if extremely 
prolix and self-centered, communicator. A former girlfriend of mine met him during the 
1992 campaign at a pickup basketball event (he was picking up basketballs, not my 
former girlfriend) and said, more accurately than we knew at the time, “He looks like a 
guy who gets a lot of great sex.” 

So he had that going for him. 

Until Clinton, presidents had all been, well, Dads. You could see Eisenhower or 
Johnson telling you no TV until you did your chores. Nixon and George H.W. Bush? 
Sourpuss dads who would never give you the keys to the family Buick. But at least they 
could read a Teleprompter. 

Then came Clinton, whom one commentator called our first “brother figure” president. 
He was the sibling who always caused the family grief-getting fired, borrowing money 
from Mom, and getting girlfriend after girlfriend pregnant, until he finally straightens out 
and, against all odds, gets elected president of the United States, smirking at us even at 
his inauguration. The one thing you don’t expect from brothers is oratory. Noogies, 
maybe. But not great speechmaking. 

So the world changed from one willing to be enthralled by great speakers to one where 
empty platitudes with the caloric worthiness of potato chips and soda rule. It’s almost as 
though our leaders are afraid of looking too detached, too adult, even too presidential. 
They’d rather be remembered for style, not substance; for their cool demeanor, not their 
warm zeal. And as a result, people have tuned politicians out. 

Terry Pearce, author of Leading Out Loud, talks about the difference between 
motivation and inspiration. Motivation, Pearce says, is about getting people to do things. 
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Inspiration is about getting people to believe in things. Maybe our leaders have become 
so cynical that they believe in nothing greater than their own personal aspirations. They 
can motivate, but they can’t inspire. Maybe because they lack true inspiration 
themselves. 

Whatever the reason, it’s a poorer world that lacks in eloquence. I’ve never heard 
anyone speak of receiving a life-changing tweet or a transformation-triggering text. Not 
gonna happen. The real problem today is that even though our leaders have pretty 
much nothing to say, they won’t shut up. 
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Blog #11 

Shoveling While Black 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Politico	–	April	14,	2015	

 

 

When North Charleston, South Carolina, police officer Michael Slager pulled over Walter 
Scott last week for a broken third taillight, the confrontation ended, after a brief foot 
chase, with Slager shooting and killing Scott. That could have been Doug Glanville. He 
knows exactly how terrifying an unwanted police encounter could be—and how 
unnecessary such “microaggressions” truly are. 

After all, he’d once shoveled his driveway. 

Last winter, Glanville was shoveling snow at his house in Hartford, Connecticut, when a 
white cop pulled up across the street. 

The officer apparently didn’t recognize Glanville—a 44-year-old African-American 
engineering graduate from the University of Pennsylvania, former star centerfielder for 
the Cubs and Phillies, New York Times contributor and ESPN commentator. 

“Trying to make a few extra bucks shoveling people’s driveways around here?” Glanville 
recalls the cop asking, by way of greeting. The officer may have thought that the man 
shoveling the snow was in violation of laws on the books in the Hartford area that 
prohibit individuals from going door-to-door offering services or products. But in 
Glanville’s case, there was an additional twist. 

According to the Hartford Courant, the officer was following up on a report by a 
homeowner in nearby West Hartford who was unsatisfied with snow shoveling work 
done for her; the homeowner described the worker as a black man and told police she 
felt “threatened when the man banged on her door late one night, and when the man 
returned to her neighborhood a week later police were dispatched to confront him.” 

The officer in Glanville’s case made an assumption based purely on skin color that the 
man shoveling the driveway couldn’t possibly be the homeowner. Adding insult to injury, 
the officer was from another town and had no jurisdiction or cause to question Glanville. 
The officer left after being convinced that Glanville was, in fact, was working on his own 
property, but the incident left Glanville feeling shaken. 
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“When someone comes at you like that,” Glanville says, “you’re thinking, ‘this is really 
bad.’ You have to be superhuman to not make it into something bigger. When I saw the 
officer get out of the car, I kept thinking, ‘ Defuse, defuse, defuse whatever it is.’ ” 

Glanville is hardly the only black man to be treated with suspicion simply because of his 
skin color. In what is perhaps the highest profile incident in recent times, Harvard 
professor and noted academician Henry Louis Gates Jr. was arrested and taken from 
his Cambridge, Mass., home in handcuffs after a neighbor reported a black man trying 
to break into the home. Turns out it was Gates and his driver trying to push open the 
jammed front door of Gates’ home. The ensuing controversy led President Obama to 
invite Gates and the white police officer who arrested him to a “beer summit” at the 
White House. 

Glanville’s case may not have garnered as much national publicity, but he is trying to 
use his experience to draw attention to what he calls the “micro-aggressions” that 
minorities and people of color often have to deal with. 

“Micro-aggressions are unnecessary jabs at your identity,” Glanville says.  “It’s someone 
doing so simply because they have power or they are trying to assert power.” 

It’s not exactly a sexy crusade, but it’s a vital one nonetheless. 

For the past year, Glanville has been engaged in getting a law passed in Connecticut to 
clarify limits on police officers operating outside their jurisdictions. The bill, introduced by 
Democratic state Rep. Matt Ritter, had its first hearing in late March; the full legislature 
is scheduled to take up the bill in the next 60 days. 

If signed into law, the bill limit an officer’s ability to act outside of his own jurisdiction. For 
example, if an officer is in a town or city outside of his own jurisdiction and sees a crime 
in progress, he could take appropriate action. The same holds true if he is pursuing a 
criminal suspect and crosses into a different city or town. But he must stand down if he’s 
outside of his jurisdiction if the suspicious activity in question is a relatively minor 
infraction that would only trigger a fine. 

This change in the law wouldn’t guarantee that rogue officers wouldn’t act 
inappropriately, but it would give Glanville and others some assurances that they will be 
less likely to be needlessly harassed by law enforcement. 
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Blog #12 

The Guy In Brooklyn Assaulting Whites Is Guilty…Of 
Ignorance 

By	Michael	Levin	–	NY	Daily	News	–	February	18,	2016	

 
 

The Daily News recently reported: 

A 51-year-old white man told cops he was on Nostrand Ave. near Glenwood Road in 
East Flatbush when a black man ran up and knocked him to the ground about 5:40 p.m. 
Monday. 

“This is for Malcolm X, cracka," the brute said before storming off. 

The assailant, if he spoke those words, is guilty of a lot more than assault and battery. 

He's guilty of ignorance. 

In case the assailant was trying to make up for the murder of Malcolm X, an African 
American leader in the 1950s and early 1960s, he needs to know a few facts. 

First, whites didn't kill Malcolm. 

Blacks did. 

In Harlem, inside a packed Audubon Ballroom, in 1965. 

They killed him because he had turned away from the leader of the Black Muslims and 
because he had renounced the path of violent confrontation with whites. 

Oops, the thug attacking white people ought to be saying. 

My bad. 

Okay, young man. Let's review our history, shall we? 

Malcolm X, born Malcolm Little, was a small time crook, according to the author of his 
memoirs, Alex Haley (best known for writing “Roots”). 

Betrayed by his father's drinking and womanizing, and then shocked by his father's 
murder by white supremacists, Little took to petty crime. 
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He ended up in prison, where he connected with the Black Muslims, with whom he 
found the structure, spirituality and meaning to life that had eluded him while running on 
the streets. 

Malcolm dropped his last name, which he called his "slave name," and took on the 
surname "X." 

X symbolized the Black Muslims' awareness that people who had been imported in 
chains as slaves could not have not known their real names. 

Initially, Malcolm embraced the separatist path the Muslims endorsed. 

According to Haley, however, when he discovered that his replacement father figure, 
Black Muslim leader Elijah Muhammed, had given into some of the same weaknesses 
as his real father, Malcolm rebelled. 

In the last years of his life Malcolm visited Africa and the Middle East, where he 
discovered that Muslims were of all colors and that racial separation was not a 
precondition of the religion. 

Mellowing, he visited Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in Selma, Alabama during the struggles 
and marches that led to the passage of the Voting Rights Act. 

He renounced violence as a tactic for ending segregation, as a result of his travels 
across the world and in the American South. 

And then, on Feb. 21, 1965, in full view of hundreds, Malcolm was shot dead at point 
blank range as he was about to begin a speech. 

The three men convicted of the killing were all members of the Black Muslims; his 
murder was presumably payback for leaving the group and going his own way. 

So if that young Brooklyn man thinks he's celebrating Malcolm X by sucker-punching 
and stabbing white people, he might want to put down the knife and unclench his fists 
and maybe read a little about the man whose memory he is dishonoring. 

Ignorance is the enemy, and it needs to be eradicated. 

By any means necessary. 
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Blog #13 

Five Things I Learned While I Was Naked 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	July	3,	2017	

	

 

Okay, I lied. 

I don’t think I’ve ever learned anything while I was naked. 

At least nothing I could put in a column. 

Instead, this is a piece about how click-bait headlines like the one above are 
symptomatic of a world in which: 

• We have no privacy online, and we don’t seem to care; 
• Humans are unwittingly turned into mindless brand ambassadors for various 

products; 
• Companies cravenly launch dubious initiatives to which they have no real 

connection; and 
• Even some of the most respected brands in news and publishing, including The 

Atlantic, The Wall Street Journal, and The New York Times, are prostituting 
themselves in order to survive.  
 

I learned all this in a new and fascinating, if deeply depressing, book called Black Ops 
Advertising by Queens College media expert Mara Einstein.  

Everybody’s heard of cookies, those mysterious droplets of zeroes and ones left behind 
on your browser when you visit a website. 

Did you know that cookies actually auction off your personal data to the highest bidder 
so that companies can sell you stuff based on what they can tell about you online?  

And that if you express an interest in a topic via search, ads for that topic will follow you 
from website to website as you continue to search the Web? 

Did you know that the ostensibly free dating site OKCupid can share with advertisers 
and marketers the often deeply personal revelations you provide when completing your 
profile?  
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Or that when you enter data into a fitness app, you are now subject to receiving targeted 
advertising messages based on your health? 

Or that a leading pet food company wants you to feel good about its pet foods even 
while pets across the globe were allegedly getting sick from them? 

Or that Coca-Cola wants you to believe it’s concerned about the world’s obesity 
problem, even while peddling to kids sugar-laden soft drinks? 

Google knows, based on your search preferences, if you are pregnant, depressed, 
questioning your gender preference, or trying to recover from opioid addiction.  

And all that deeply personal information is easily shared and passed along to relevant 
marketers. 

We think we are operating in the dark when we search or surf.  

In reality, we might as well be shouting our preferences to the heavens while standing in 
the middle of Times Square. 

All of this is disturbing, of course, but I’ll tell you the saddest thing I learned is this: 

Most millennials, Einstein writes, do not associate themselves with religion, traditional 
forms of community, or pretty much anything else in society.  

Instead, they primarily identify themselves with brands. 

That’s right, with brands. 

For much of the time millennials spend online, they’re getting messages -- some overt, 
some covert about brands -- and they are allowing themselves to be turned into 
messengers or advocates for those brands.  

It’s no longer about God or the Community Chest. 

Today, you are primarily what you drink, eat, wear, drive, or surf. 

For advertisers, this is fabulous. 

Back in the day, you had to spend tens of millions of dollars on TV ads to influence 
people. 

Now, you can spend $35,000 creating a few videos, and if you’re lucky, or smart, or 
both, millions of young people will carry your message gratis to friends and strangers. 
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You can make a case for this—you are empowering the consumer, and so on. 

But there’s something pathetic about the idea that for a huge segment of society, their 
primary allegiance runs not to polis or faith, but instead to the stuff they consume – 
Mountain Dew, Bud Light, Purina Dog Chow.  

I buy, therefore I am.  

It’s not just millennials who are influenced by the pervasiveness of online marketing. 

Even we older folks who use the Internet primarily to get our news are also influenced in 
ways we cannot imagine. 

Did you know that articles you read in The Times, The Wall Street Journal, and The 
Economist, to name just a few respected media brands, are created not in newsrooms 
but in “media labs” where they are bought and paid for by advertisers? 

The Atlantic did a huge, paid-for pitch for Scientology. 

The New York Times, which covers Goldman Sachs, took a chunk of cash from that 
Wall Street fixture in order to burnish the investment house’s image, while still 
pretending to appear neutral about it.  

Whom can you trust?  

Not even me, as it turns out. 

I promised I would tell you a bunch of things I learned while I was naked.  

But everything I learned that I shared with you here, I learned while I was dressed.  

See? You can’t trust everything you read online. 

Not even me. 
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Blog #14 

Heartbreak Hill 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	April	15,	2013	

 

 

I was at mile 17 of the Boston Marathon when a runner looked up from her cellphone 
and said, in disbelief, a bomb went off at the finish line. 

I was running with a small group of people through the Newton hills at the time, the last 
big push before you get to Boston College and then downhill through Brookline, past 
Fenway Park, and into the Back Bay and the finish line. 

Fifteen minutes later, the police were hanging crime scene tape across the course. The 
race was over. 

We were put on a school bus, then in a police cruiser, and then loaded onto another 
school bus, which took us to a church on the Boston College campus. 

The scene was what you see on the news in disaster situations: people holding onto 
each other in disbelief; people on cots; people milling around, talking and texting on 
their phones. 

The news dribbled out in bits and pieces: two bombs, and then a third bomb, which the 
police safely detonated. Two dead. More than a hundred injured. Legs amputated. 
Children hurt. 

The city of Boston was on lockdown, eerily silent. 

After about two hours of waiting, the police were letting people walk out. 

I walked about a mile, still in my race gear, through a deserted city. 

Finally I got to a point where cars were permitted. I did something I haven’t done in thirty 
years: I hitched a ride. The couple who picked me up were marathoners themselves and 
said they wanted the karma from helping out a fellow runner. 

I was able to get back to my friend’s apartment in Brookline and found tons of email, 
phone calls and texts. 
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In one sense, I was no nearer the scene of the accident than if I’d stayed home in 
California. The sense of grief was attenuated. The sense of loss and confusion was 
much stronger; races don’t stop because of bombs, do they? 

But the thing that I think about is this: early this morning, I lined up for about forty 
minutes with the other 27,000 runners, in Boston Common. Part of the line passed by a 
Revolutionary War-era cemetery, which gave me pause and made me remember, yet 
again, that life is fleeting. 

A siren is echoing even as I write this. 

What’s the lesson? I thought about what George W. Bush said after 9/11: hug your kids. 
Live your life.  

My sons asked me, would I run another marathon? Would I run the Boston again? 

Yes, absolutely. Because if you alter your life out of fear, then the bad guys win. And 
that’s the worst outcome of all. 
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Blog #15 

Don’t Get Even, Get MAD 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Blog	–	August	10,	2016	

 

 

I'd love to tell you that when I was an adolescent, the greatest influences on my thinking 
were Schopenhauer, or Rousseau, and the Federalist Papers. 

None of the above. 

The biggest influence on my thinking was the late 1960s-era MAD Magazine. 

I've just been reflecting lately on how brilliant MAD is, and how much I got each month 
from the magazine. 

It wasn't just jokes. 

It was a way of looking at language, culture, and, of course, humor. 

It amazes me just how much I retain from my time reading MAD magazine, especially 
these days, when the only thing I seem to retain is water. 

One of my favorite bits-and this goes back forty years or more-involves language itself. 
One of the MAD illustrators took some clichés and turned them into drawings. 

For example, "nursing a grudge" showed an individual with a small, Dr. Seuss-like 
creature—a grudge—and offering him a baby bottle to drink from. 

Those drawings made the use of language real to me. 

As a parent who's been big on hanging up my kids' certificates from school, I think a lot 
about a cartoon I saw - 45 years ago - about a Mom who had her son's first grade report 
card taped to her fridge. 

Her friend said, "Don't think you should take that down, not that he's dropped out of high 
school?" 

Then you had a cartoon where two guys were at the beach looking at the pretty girls. 
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One was musing to himself, "Why is it that women only cover up parts of the body that 
are considered sexy? 

"Who gets to decide which parts are sexy? 

"What if the nose were sexy, and a woman with a covered nose was the sexiest woman 
of all?" 

In the next panel, an unattractive woman with a Band-Aid on her bulging nose went by. 

The guy who had been doing the musing nudged his friend. 

"Isn't she gorgeous?" he asked. 

"Are you crazy?" his confused friend asked. 

Today, that bit might be considered too politically incorrect, but it was funny then. 

And then there were the commentaries on the movies, that made you question why 
everyone was falling at the feet of Hollywood stars, who, MAD assured us, were just as 
ridiculous as the rest of us. 

MAD's offices were not that far from the Museum of Modern Art, and on many 
occasions-okay, MAD wasn't my only influence-I would see the bearded founder of the 
magazine, William F. Gaines, in a sculpture garden at the Museum of Modern Art, 
perhaps drawing inspiration for future issues. 

One time in high school, a buddy of mine and I found the courage, during school 
vacation, to knock on the door of the office on MADison Avenue. We were greeted 
warmly by a receptionist and were given a friendly tour of the entire offices. 

We saw some of our favorite artists, drawing away. 

It got better: At the end, as we were leaving, the friendly receptionist invited us to grab a 
couple of free copies of the magazine, which of course we were delighted to do. 

It wasn't until we were back on MADison Avenue that we realized that the copies of the 
magazine they had so generously offered us were in Swedish. 

The joke was on us. 

The best thing about MAD was that it taught our generation not to take itself too 
seriously. 

Today, that not taking yourself too seriously is considered mad. 



	 44	

Glad I grew up then. 
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Blog #16 

James Taylor At Fenway Park: One Of Ours, Still Going 
Strong 

By	Michael	Levin	–	New	York	Daily	News	–	October	20,	2016	

 

 

I caught the James Taylor concert at Fenway Park last month, and it’s the first time in 
my life I’ve truly felt middle-aged. 

As the Who sang, I’m talking about my generation.  

Anyone at the concert under 50 was either working security or selling beer.  

The attendees hadn’t exactly gone from being rockers to needing walkers, but you could 
definitely spot the trajectory. 

We’re getting old. 

And James Taylor has been a constant in our lives since time out of mind.  

Taylor isn’t just the premiere balladeer and showman of his generation. 

He’s also a symbol for what we were, what we aspired to, and how we actually turned 
out. 

Taylor first broke through all the way back in 1968, when the Big Bang was but a distant 
memory and dinosaurs still walked the earth.  

And what a forty-eight years it has been for him, and for us. 

In that time, Taylor, child of a privileged Massachusetts family, wrote and performed 
incomparable music, left no female rock star unturned, battled heroin, went through 
marriages and divorces, and lost his hair, but never his voice.  

A survivor if ever there was one. 

And what about the audience? 
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Those who wandered out, wide-eyed, onto the baseball field within the enveloping arms 
of Fenway Park spent those same decades working hard, raising their kids, paying off 
their mortgages, and generally winning at the game of life. 

They looked good.  

For the most part, they kept the weight off and they kept their hair.  

Everybody had just one beer.  

There wasn’t the slightest odor of marijuana in the air, a far cry from the first time I saw 
James Taylor, at the Nassau Coliseum, during the Ford Administration.  

Jackson Browne opened. 

No announcement; he just walked out on stage, nodded to the crowd, and began to 
play.  

As the early arrivals scrutinized his image on the giant screens to the left and right of the 
big stage, everybody asked everybody else the same question: 

Did he have work done?  

He looked good, for an older guy who had no doubt subjected himself to decades of 
ravages of rock and roll. 

Another survivor, like Taylor, like the rest of us. 

James Taylor came out to do a couple of songs with Browne at the end of his set, and 
eventually began his own two hours of music making.  

It was sweet. 

In fact, it was Sweet Baby James. 

Right there, on stage, in deep center field. 

People in their early sixties struggled to take selfies.  

Everybody, in fact, wanted some sort of proof that “they were there”—a t-shirt, a cap, or 
a photo by the Green Monster, the famous hand-operated scoreboard partially and 
temporarily obscured by port-a-potties. 

Then he began to sing, and he had 40,000 middle-aged white people at hello. 

That voice. 



	 47	

That dulcet voice, its tone and energy undimmed by decades of performance, and, in 
the old days, performance-diminishing drugs. 

There’s something about James Taylor for people my age. 

He is, as the Jesuits say of their own, “one of ours.” 

He belongs to us.  

We exercised our ownership in a respectful manner, singing along, but not too loud, and 
remaining seated, because we didn’t want to block anyone’s view. 

Did I mention we’ve all gotten older?  

He sang all the songs we loved; nothing new and obscure to be endured.  

He gave the people what they wanted.  

You’ve Got A Friend. 

Shower The People You Love You Love.  

Fire and Rain.  

Mexico. 

Handy Man. 

And of course, Sweet Baby James.  

People shouted out requests, and he made the same joke he did at the Nassau 
Coliseum in 1975, and presumably everywhere else ever since. 

He held up his play list and said, “I paid somebody to write this down.” 

Everybody laughed and stopped shouting out songs. 

It helped that the weather cooperated.  

Indeed, it was perfect—high seventies when the concert began; low seventies when it 
ended.  

A dreamlike, endless summer night.   

When the show ended, we all filed in an orderly manner out of the park, our symbol and 
satyr having delivered everything we had hoped for.  
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I don’t know much about current pop music.  

What little I hear, mostly at my yoga studio, sounds whiny, tinny, and small.  

I would like to tell my children and one day my grandchildren that men like James Taylor 
swash buckled their way across the earth, leading disorderly lives while writing the 
greatest music the world has known. 

Or as he told the crowd, “I didn’t really write these songs.  I was just the first to hear 
them, so I wrote them down.” 

But when I try to play JT on YouTube for my kids, I just look middle-aged.  

“Daddy,” my girls say, “this is boring.” 

It’s a generational thing, and I’m talking about my generation, not theirs. 

My generation belongs to James Taylor, and James Taylor is indeed, as the Jesuits 
would say, Ours.  
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Blog #17 

Ailey Dancers And The Kids With Disabilities: 

“If A Finger Can Move, They’re A Part Of It” 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	February	6,	2015	

 

 

On a recent Friday afternoon, the people who can move the most freely came to visit 
the people who can move the least. 

Three dancers from the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater made their annual 
appearance at the Cotting School, New England’s oldest and best-known school for 
young people with special needs. 

The 120 students in attendance travel daily to Cotting’s attractive, cutting edge 
Lexington, Massachusetts campus from 74 towns across Eastern Massachusetts and 
Southern New Hampshire. 

They filed into the school’s multipurpose room in motorized wheelchairs or under their 
own steam, as grateful as any kids, no doubt, for a break from the routine. 

And what a break it was. The Ailey dancers, Jeroboam Bozeman, Hope Boykin, and 
Jacquelin Harris, greeted the kids as if they were old friends and had them clapping and 
moving within moments. 

The excerpts from the Ailey dances the three performers chose had a subtext that could 
be summed up in a single word: overcoming. The dances were overtly about racism or 
the diminishment of women, but the kids easily applied the messages to their own 
situations. 

“It’s always very emotional coming here,” says Bozeman. “I actually have a brother 
who’s autistic, and I feel so connected to these kids. Their spirit is so bright. It’s so 
refreshing just to see them move. I could just sit and just talk to them all day. 

“We tour so much, and we dance so much, so often times we don’t get that opportunity 
to have that one on one or that interaction in an intimate setting. So being here is so 
refreshing. They may have some limitations, but in their minds, they’re not limited.” 



	 50	

The students possess a full range of disabilities, but from another perspective, you 
could equally say that they possess a full range of abilities. In addition to academics, 
Cotting School offers art, music, computers, and sports in facilities that would make 
most schools, public and private, envious. 

And the kids really love to dance. 

“The first time I led the group here,” Boykin says, “we didn’t do audience participation. 
One little girl was in the back, waving. She said, ‘What happened? I brought my dance 
shoes!’ 

“It broke my heart,” Boykin recalls. “I said to myself, that’s selfish of me to think that 
because they might not be capable, we shouldn’t offer audience participation. In fact, 
they’re completely capable. They are here in this environment that loves them just how 
they are. And in their minds they can do anything. 

“When those wheelchairs roll out,” she adds, “when their guides come with them, it 
changes everything, because if a finger can move, they’re a part of it. And you see it 
and it breaks us, but it breaks us in the right way. That’s because we’re reminded that 
not everything is as easy for other people as it is for us.” 

Talking with the dancers after the visit/performance makes one wonder who gets more 
out of the experience - the students or the dancers. 

“It is just so inspiring to see how dance is in everybody,” Harris says. “ You don’t have to 
train to be a dancer. We work hard at dance, of course, but these kids, they come up on 
the stage and they find just as much story, just as much love in it as we do. It brings 
them freedom. It brings that into my heart watching them do it.” 

Boykin performed an excerpt from a ballet honoring Odetta, the singer known as “the 
Voice of the Civil Rights Movement.” The dance features the singer’s words 
admonishing people not to play small as they go through their lives. At the Cotting 
performance, Odetta’s words affected Boykin to the point where she thought she might 
not be able to finish the dance. 

“Odetta’s asking,” Boykin says, “‘Who are we to lower ourselves to make other people 
feel good about themselves, by taking a back seat to them? When we actually take our 
rightful place, then people are uplifted by what we do.’ 

“And what Odetta said made so much sense to me as I was dancing,” Boykin adds. “It 
was so impactful walking forward today with those kids watching, listening to her say 
those words. 
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“I was like, ‘Is this a good idea, girl? Are you gonna make it through? It was interesting 
just to see if I could finish the ballet.” 

After the audience participation number, the Ailey dancers performed excerpts from the 
troupe’s signature number, Revelations, and they rocked the house. 

“It’s good for our soul, too,” Bozeman adds. “Just because we get to give back. That 
was one of Mr. Ailey’s missions — that dance came from the people and it should be 
given back to people. All people. Including the kids at Cotting School.” 

Ailey’s visits to the Cotting School have been sponsored by the Peabody Foundation of 
Framingham for the past 20 years. 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater appears at the Citi Wang Theatre March 26-29 
as part of the Celebrity Series of Boston. 

 
 

  



	 52	

Blog #18 

Boston’s Goddess Of Compassion Reclaims Her Peaceful 
Throne 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	February	25,	2016	

	

 

Rejoice, Boston: your goddess has come home. 

One of the least known - and most beloved - works in the collection of Boston’s Museum 
of Fine Arts has returned to offer her compassionate gaze to her many followers. 

She is a 900-year old wooden Guanyin, a Buddhist bodhisattva of mercy, first displayed 
at the MFA back in 1920. She attracted hordes of quiet pilgrims until she suddenly went 
into storage in 1999. 

“Even goddesses need a break once in a while,” says Nancy Berliner, the MFA curator 
who created the one-room installation where the statue now resides. 

The practically life-size sculpture sits in what scholars call “the pose of royal ease.” She 
leans forward slightly, casually and slyly smiling as she rests on her perch, one leg 
dangling forward, a hand balanced loosely on her other knee. It’s hard to think of any 
sculpture, from her times to ours, with such a relaxed pose. 

She looks peacefully downward, in traditional Chinese fashion, watching the reflection of 
the moon in water only she can see. The message of where she focuses her attention: 
the moon’s reflection is an illusion, is as all reality. 

That contemplative mien was enough to captivate generations of Bostonians, who 
would come to the MFA to experience the sense of maternal comfort the goddess 
exudes. 

And then, suddenly in 1999, the lady vanished, languishing, inaccessible for 15 years, in 
a storage room. 

Berliner says that two years ago, a donor wanted to do something special for the MFA 
and wondered what might be an intriguing option. Berliner suggested paying for the 
conservation of the Guanyin, to which the patron quickly agreed. 

It took 18 months for the goddess to get her groove back.  
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She was bathed in ultra-violet light, revealing a heretofore unseen inscription describing 
a prior restoration in China many centuries ago. 

A fragment of the wood from which she was sculpted went under radiocarbon 
examination, dating the tree felled to create her to the period of 1033 to 1155 C.E. 

The goddess endured her most recent sprucing up in 1956, when she was to appear in 
a “color television” program. An x-ray revealed that metal parts were added to her 
interior back then. 

Her third eye? A plastic decoration. Plastic? On a goddess? Well, what do you expect 
from TV? 

The MFA’s conservator, Abigail Hykin, found the Guanyin sitting) in a pile of paint flecks. 
Hykin lovingly reattached each, after additional paint, determined to have been added 
over the centuries, was carefully removed. 

The metal parts, circa 1956? Gone. 

The plastic decoration in her third eye? Ever so artfully dislodged. 

A wood fungus, detected in the conservation process, rendering the old lady dry and 
fragile?  

Replaced by inert material to stabilize her for the next 900 years. 

The conservation process revealed layer after layer of gold and green paint applied 
through the centuries to keep the goddess looking her best. Positive karma attaches to 
those who restore statues of Guanyin, Buddhism suggests. 

The role of Guanyin in Buddhist culture is to help people achieve nirvana. The name 
Guanyin actually implies “hearing the cries.” A nearby painting depicts an 11-headed 
Guanyin, those extra heads permitting her to hear still more cries. 

The appeal of this particular Guanyin, so strong in the Song Dynasty when she was 
created, remains undiminished in our times. On Chinese New Year, February 6, she 
met her public for the first time in 16 years. More than 7,000 visited the MFA, many of 
whom collected the karma that comes from experiencing the bodhisattva’s gaze. 

Why is she so appealing to moderns? 

“She expresses compassion and empathy,” Berliner says. “The Song Dynasty was a 
time of realism in art, a little bit like the European Renaissance. Images of deities 
become more and more human.” 
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Not every Song artist believed in such precise reproductions of the human form, 
however. The contemporaneous critic Su Dongpo derided representations of the 
physical form. His opinion, Berliner suggests, presages our own era of abstract 
impressionism. 

Surrounding the Guanyin in her new installation are fewer than 20 other pieces, 
including scrolls, dishes, and paintings, many of which followed Su Dongpo’s dictum of 
attention to attractive brush stroke and calligraphy. One scroll was so attractive to a later 
Qing era emperor that he actually added his own calligraphic approval of the piece, 
visible to MFA visitors in the Guanyin’s new digs. 

Berliner chose to set off the Guanyin with such a small array of Song treasures in order 
to keep things simple and spiritual. The room could have been packed with dozens of 
high quality pieces, each competing for the attention of the museumgoer. Keeping it 
simple, Berliner believes, provides the visitor with a more enduring experience of the 
lady whose calmness reminds us that all is illusion. 

Since the statue’s return, Bostonians of a certain age have posted online of their delight 
and have told of the bond they enjoyed with the Guanyin in decades gone by. 

Now the goddess has begun a new era of soothing her visitors’ souls. If you’re passing 
through Boston and your heart is heavy, come gaze upon this gorgeous Guanyin. 

You might even make it a habit; you will hardly be the first. 

Karma awaits. 
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Blog #19 

Modesta Viktorious: The World’s First “Bionic Pop Star” 
Keeps Scaling New Heights 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	May	11,	2016	

 

 

Never say “No, you can’t” to Viktoria Modesta. 

The world’s first self-described “bionic pop star” will prove you wrong before you can 
even finish the admonition. 

VM, as fans know her, combines elements the world has never thought of in a single 
sentence, or in a single human being: eroticism; futurism; disability; and high and 
commercial art. 

Modesta was born in Daugavpils, Latvia, in the former Soviet Union, where the doctor 
who delivered her harmed her leg so badly that she needed 15 surgeries (in Soviet-era 
hospitals, mind you), before she was 12. 

She relocated from Latvia to London, but more accurately, from the dark to the light or 
from confinement to freedom. 

By 15, she was already a striking beauty and a multi-talent, singing, dancing, and 
modeling.  

She realized that her unreliable foot only hampered her career and ambition. When she 
decided to have the foot amputated, the procedure took a full five years to be approved. 

Just two years after her British recording career began in 2010, Modesta drew 
international attention dancing to a Coldplay song at the conclusion of the London 
Paralympic Games. 

Two years after that, she launched the “Born Risky” campaign on the UK’s 

Channel 4 to transform the way people think about disability. 

The video attracted 6 million views on YouTube and 16 million more on Channel 4’s 
Facebook page. 
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People, Forbes, and Elle promptly took note of her. 

Her video, Prototype, the first thing you see on ViktoriaModesta.com, is also on display 
at Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts new show, #techstyle.  

The girl who never finished high school is also a Directors Fellow at the MIT Media Lab, 
a multidisciplinary, forward-thinking entity that explores the interplay between 
technology and, well, everything else. 

Not unlike what Modesta herself does. 

VM’s biggest challenge is that the world doesn’t quite know how to pigeonhole her.  

Yes, she technically qualifies as a disabled person, but she bridles at the use of the 
term “disabled.” 

Which makes sense, because she’s far more “abled” in multiple areas - music, dance, 
performance, DJ’ing, and modeling, to name five - than people with intact limbs. 

“Most people,” she tells HuffPost, “think about art and technology as separate from each 
other, and completely separate from commercial culture. They use different languages 
but are all forms of expression. 

“With music, fashion, technology or art, I’m unable to see the separation that people 
create between them. My main aim is to bring people from those fields to collaborate.” 

This month, Modesta will launch her new EP, Counterflow, at the Music Tech Fest event 
in Funkhaus Berlin, where she will perform and collaborate with some of world’s leading 
visual, fashion and music tech artists.  

Modesta says that she was recently asked to describe her ideal week 

“I said I’d be in a studio writing a track. Then I’d then be doing a photo shoot. Next I’d be 
working with fashion designers, at the edge of fashion and technology, then maybe I’ll 
do a lecture somewhere. 

“I don’t see why it shouldn’t be allowed.”  

The last sentence really offers the key to who Viktoria Modesta is (Viktoria is her real 
first name; Modesta, her stage name, is the christening saint whose name she was 
given at birth). 

She grew up in a Soviet system that had gruesomely disfigured her, where free thought 
was not allowed, and where freedom of movement was not an option for her.  
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It’s easy to see that the words “not allowed,” in Modesta’s world, simply do not compute. 

In the West, she has found freedom in every sense - physical, emotional, and artistic. 
Anyone who tries to return her to any form of confinement, artistic or otherwise, is in for 
disappointment. 

“Modeling agencies and media entities don’t always know how to categorize me,” she 
admits. “My path is still unfolding, so it’s not surprising that they also can’t figure it out.” 
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Blog #20 

How Do You Get to Carnegie Hall? If You’re a Kid, Call 
Ben Zander 

 
By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	May	17,	2016	

 

	

You’re a kid. 

You’ve been playing violin, or oboe, or flute, or whatever, since third grade. 

Somehow, you enter the orbit of a conductor named Ben Zander. 

And everything changes. 

I mean, everything. 

Ben Zander, 77 years young, conducts the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra and the 
Boston Youth Philharmonic Orchestra, the latter of which is preparing for a two-night 
stand at Carnegie Hall and then a six-concert voyage to Spain. 

If you’re one of the 127 kids lucky enough, or crazy enough, to fall under Maestro 
Zander’s spell, you are learning so much music right now that you probably don’t have 
time to think straight.  
When most orchestras travel, they typically perform crowd pleasers — familiar works of 
Beethoven or Rimsky-Korsakov that the orchestra can play on autopilot, the conductor 
can conduct in his sleep, and the audience finds hummable, if not exactly breathtaking. 

That’s not how things work in Zander World. 

First, the Carnegie Hall gig is two nights, not just one. The programs are different each 
night. And they are exceptionally demanding, even for adults. 

On Monday, June 6th, the kids will stare from the stage of a packed Stern Auditorium at 
Carnegie Hall and prepare to play Glinka’s Ruslan and Ludmilla (at breakneck speed), 
Stravinsky’s violin concerto, Debussy’s La Mer, and Tchaikovsky’s fifth symphony. 

The next night, as if that wasn’t enough music, or hard enough music, the kids will 
return to play Debussy, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, 
and Mahler’s first symphony. 
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“When I tell people about the programs I have chosen for the young people,” Zander 
laughs, “they accuse me of child abuse.” 

They are not far wrong. These are long, difficult, demanding pieces. So why does 
Zander ask so much from kids? 

“Because I know they’ll come through,” he says happily. 

Zander is a force of nature, practically single-handedly shouldering the responsibility to 
select, audition, and conduct a large orchestral force made up of kids who might 
otherwise be playing Madden Mobile or hanging out at the mall. 

Did I mention that Zander needs to raise nearly a million dollars — $400,000 for the two 
nights at Carnegie Hall and another half million for Spain? 

Did I mention that the tickets to both Carnegie Hall concerts are free, so that 5,600 
people who don’t normally get to attend classical concerts at Carnegie Hall will be able 
to do so? 

That’s how Zander rolls. 

Or more accurately, that’s how he navigates, taking a few moments on his new boat, on 
an afternoon when he could have been recovering from a cross-continental red eye 
flight, to discuss the upcoming concerts. 

“I do all this because I like seeing the light going on in the eyes of young people,” 
Zander asserts, as he steers around the shells of Harvard and MIT rowing teams. 

“I ask so much of them because I know they can do it. It’s also a lot of music for me to 
master.” 

Zander is particularly proud of the fact that a recent Boston Philharmonic Youth 
Orchestra performance was described as the best classical concert of the entire Boston 
season. 

“I think this is the best year of my life,” Zander said. 

Of this new boat, which he employs as a stress-buster, he says, “According to the 
actuarial tables, I will only be buying one more boat in my lifetime. My old boat was 
getting run down. So I thought, why not now?” 

Those words, “Why not now?” sum up Zander’s approach to music as an educational 
tool. He’s not looking only to bring out the best in terms of his young charges’ playing. 
He also wants to open their minds to the greater possibilities life offers. 
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Zander gives his young orchestra members weekly assignments unrelated to music that 
put them in touch with the whole idea of being alive — what it all means, what one can 
expect, who one can truly be. 

The growth the young people in the BYPO experience comes as much from Zander’s 
pushing them to explore their inner worlds as it does from the music they make. 

Do the kids feel overwhelmed by Carnegie Hall? 

Zander dismisses the thought. 

“I think acoustically, Symphony Hall is just as good as Carnegie Hall,” Zander says, a 
touch of Boston chauvinism in his otherwise mellifluous English tone. 

“You do think of the history when you first sit on that stage, but once you start playing, 
you forget where you are.” 

The young members of the Boston Philharmonic Youth Orchestra will never forget 
where they were on the night of June 6th and June 7th, when Maestro Zander will lift the 
baton and launch them into those two challenging and compelling programs. Nor will 
they forget their Spanish excursion to follow. 

“I just received $10,000 from the Madrid telephone company this morning,” Zander adds 
with delight. 

Ben Zander is raising a lot more than money. He’s raising 127 young people to find out 
what they are capable of, with an instrument in their hands and with the even more 
powerful instrument that is their minds. 

And if that doesn’t bring down the house, nothing will. 
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Blog #21 

Cerebral Palsy Doesn’t Hold Julie Burns Back, Not For 
One Minute 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	May	4,	2017	

	

 

Look out, world. 

Julie Burns turns 21 this weekend. 

She’s not going to Vegas with her BFFs, and I don’t think you’ll see her standing in line 
waiting to get in to a hot club. 

That’s just not who she is. 

She’s a really good writer, though, and she never lets her cerebral palsy get in the way. 

I met Julie at the Cotting School, New England’s renowned educational institution for the 
disabled. 

I go there once or twice a year to teach a writing class or otherwise participate in the life 
of the school, and that’s a huge privilege for me. 

They asked if I would be willing to mentor a student who wanted to write, and of course I 
said yes. 

So every two weeks, Julie and a Cotting faculty member get in the Cotting School van 
and bop over to my office in Newton, where I read her latest blog posts. 

Julie has a blog, which you can find here, and she writes unreservedly about her 
experiences, positive and negative with cerebral palsy. 

She’s on the ski team at Cotting School. 

Bet you didn’t know people with cerebral palsy could ski. 

Or that schools for the disabled have ski teams. 

She did a year of college. 

Bet you didn’t know people with CP go to college. 
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Her blog takes you into the inner life of an individual who has been cheated, if that’s not 
too strong a term, out of many of the life experiences you and I take for granted, for 
ourselves and our kids. 

Julie can stand and walk around, but most of the time, she gets around in a motorized 
wheelchair. 

It’s a pretty nice ride, I’ll tell you that, but still, her mobility is limited. 

She can communicate verbally, although if she has a lot of ideas that might be difficult 
for her listeners to understand, she can type her thoughts into a device that speaks for 
her. 

Most of us take for granted our mobility and our communications skills, even if we have 
nowhere to go and nothing particularly important to say. 

Because Julie goes to Cotting, she’s surrounded by love. 

If you’ve never seen love in action, visit Cotting School and see how the teachers and 
staff relate to the students, and see how the students relate to each other. 

The first time I went to Cotting School, it was to cover a visit by Alvin Ailey dancers. 
They get all the kids dancing. 

Emphasis on the word all. 

Some of the kids can only move a finger, or manipulate their motorized wheelchair to go 
back and forth. 

But that counts as dancing, and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise. 

That’s Julie’s community. 

She is an amazingly upbeat, optimistic, and fun person to be around. 

That’s reflected in her writing. 

She’s had some mood disorder issues over the years. 

If you had CP, you would, too. 

Of course, those of us without CP can get pretty moody. 

It’s really amazing how much we take for granted. 

Did I mention her senior year class trip to Disney World? 
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Or the ferocious student/faculty basketball game, in which I got to take part this year? 

If you’ve ever wanted to understand the heart of a person who puts up with physical 
indignities that would probably cause the rest of us to just lay down and die, read her 
blog. 

And wish her a happy 21st birthday. 

Look out, world. 

Julie’s legal. 

Wonder what she’ll do next. 
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Blog #22 

In Book Publishing Today, Size No Longer Matters 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	February	4,	2016	

 

 

Once upon a time, authors wrote big books about big topics, and the publication of big 
books were big events. The competition was Freudian: whoever had the longest one 
could brag the most. Today, however, the closing of the American mind (the title of a 
400-page book a generation ago) has given way to the collapse of the American 
attention span (thank texting, Facebook and Twitter) and neither authors nor readers 
seek size from their books. 

In the pre-iPhone era, when people used downtime to engage in independent thought 
instead of engaging in smartphone “thumbsterbation,” books took their sweet time to get 
to the point. If somebody wrote a biography of a famous person, you’d have to get 
through 80 pages of finding out what their grandfather ate for breakfast in the old 
country before the ostensible subject of the book was even mentioned. Thorough? Yes. 
Overkill? Absolutely. But that’s how things went back then, because ADD hadn’t 
become standard equipment and there were fewer forms of competition for the free time 
of readers. 

For example, consider Presidents Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Dwight David 
Eisenhower, each subjects of numerous lengthy biographies. On Amazon you can find 
the following books about each of these great men. First, Ike: 

Eisenhower, by Geoffrey Perret, 688 pages. 

Eisenhower: Soldier and President, by Stephen E. Ambrose, 635 pages. 

IKE: An American Hero, by Michael Korda. 800 pages. 

Eisenhower, A Soldier’s Life, by Carlo d’Este. 880 pages. 

Franklin Roosevelt takes about as much time to explain, as these volumes indicate: 

Traitor to His Class, by H.W. Brands. 888 pages. 

FDR, by Jean Edward Smith, 880 pages. 
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And for those with slightly less time on their hands, No Ordinary Time, by Doris Kearns 
Goodwin, 768 pages. 

Or if you’re really busy, there’s always The Defining Moment: FDR’s Hundred Days and 
the Triumph of Hope, by Jonathan Alter, coming in at a skimpy 432 pages. Still, a big 
book by any reckoning. 

In a sign of the publishing apocalypse, you can find a joint biography of FDR and 
Ike, Architects of Power, published in 2010, a measly 112 pages. That’s 112 pages 
covering both men, whose hernia-inducing individual biographies are typically more than 
seven times the size of that mini-book. The notably terse Terzian effectively summarizes 
the lives and careers of each man in a mere 51 pages per president. This is a 
vertiginous drop of roughly 84 percent in length compared with the bigger tomes. 

Why, just a few short years ago, did publishers deem these leaders worthy of 
biographies thick enough to stop a bullet? And why now do they publish a joint 
biography barely longer than a Wikipedia entry? 

This is not a random event. It’s the wave of the future. 

Consider Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the subject an 800-page Pulitzer Prize-winning 
biography, Bearing The Cross, back in 1987, which was quickly dwarfed by Taylor 
Branch’s definitive 1,088 page 1989 effort, Parting the Waters. By 2001, the 
“autobiography” of Martin Luther King, Jr., compiled from King’s writings by Stanford 
University historian Claybourne Carson, came in at a relatively slimmed-down 416 
pages. But now witness the modern truncation of King’s vocation: Martin Luther King, A 
Life, by Marshall Frady, 2002, 228 pages; Becoming King by Troy Jackson and 
Clayborne Carson, published in February, 2011, 248 pages; and The Trumpet of 
Conscience, entering the lists in November, 2011 at a mere 96 pages. 

Frady’s King bio was published as part of the Penguin Lives series, which most clearly 
epitomizes a massive shift in book publishing. Recent Penguin Lives titles cover George 
H.W. Bush, Robert E. Lee, and Charles Dickens. Remarkably, each of the authors 
writing these books became famous as writers in previous decades for having written 
much longer books. Witness: 

Tom Wicker wrote the Penguin Life of Bush I. It runs 240 pages. Wicker, a New York 
Times columnist, was best known for his book about the Attica prison rebellion, A Time 
to Die, published in 1976 and spanning 356 pages. 

Roy Blount, Jr.’s Penguin Life of Robert E. Lee runs 240 pages. His brilliant and 
hysterically funny first book, About Three Bricks Shy of a Load, describing his time 



	 66	

spent hanging around with the 1973 Pittsburgh Steelers, published in 1974, runs 376 
pages. 

Novelist Jane Smiley’s Penguin Life of Charles Dickens covers a mere 224 pages, 
about the amount of time it took Dickens to clear his throat. By contrast, her first novel, 
Horse Heaven, published in 2001, ran a Dickensian 592 pages. 

I could go on, but you get the point — even authors who are famous for long books 
today are moving toward writing shorter ones. The publishers recognize that readers 
have shorter attention spans; maybe authors do, too. Are publishers still occasionally 
publishing doorstop-size tomes? Yes, because they think they should, but this is a trend 
with a rapidly approaching expiration date. Or maybe authors have developed as much 
ADD as their readers. 
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Blog #23 

The Day Debbie Reynolds Told Me How She Learned To 
Kiss 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Fox	News	–	December	29,	2016	

 

 

You’re probably too young to remember this but back in the 1950s, America’s favorite 
TV show was a western called “The Life and Legend of Wyatt Earp.” The star was Hugh 
O’Brian, an exceptionally handsome actor (and ladies man) who systematically bedded 
pretty much every beautiful woman in Hollywood and a lot of others who weren’t. 

One who got away was Debbie Reynolds. Eight years ago, O’Brian, then in his late 80s, 
hired me to co-write his memoirs. One of the people he asked me to interview was his 
longtime friend Debbie. 

I had grown up watching “Singin’ in the Rain” over and over, and could not have been 
more excited to visit Reynolds at her home, a compound on one of the long streets 
traversing the hills separating the L.A. basin from the San Fernando Valley. 

Reynolds lived on the lower part of the property, and her daughter actress and author 
Carrie Fisher, who was away at the time, lived in a larger house up the hill. 

The day I visited, Debbie (she allowed me to address her by her first name) was getting 
ready to conduct an auction of some of her costumes, which subsequently went for 
millions of dollars.  We sat surrounded by ball gowns and other costumes from a lifetime 
of work in the movies. 

She told me that when she did “Singin’ in the Rain,” two things stood out. The first: that 
she was just 19 when she made the film, and since she had no car and had to ride three 
buses to get to the studio, sometimes she simply slept on the set. 

The second thing she told me was that the first kiss she had ever received in her life 
came from Gene Kelly. It took place during the scene at the end of the film, where they 
gaze lovingly at each other, at the billboard announcing their new film, and then 
embrace. 
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Debbie had grown up in a religious home and knew nothing about boys. She certainly 
had no way to understand what was happening when Gene Kelly unceremoniously 
stuck his tongue down her throat. 

She recoiled, she said, as if she had been bitten by a snake. She screamed. People had 
to calm her down for the next take. And she told me that if you look at the scene in the 
movie, Kelly looks considerably less than enthused with her as he plants a more 
demure, tongue-less kiss on her lips. 

Okay, so what would you do? If you’re a 19-year-old about to become a movie star, and 
you’ve got to learn to kiss properly. Not just for the movies, but for real life as well. 

Who you gonna call? 

Hugh O’Brian. 

“He was perfect,” she said dreamily, remembering those kisses from almost half a 
century earlier. “He was kind, gentle, a true gentleman. And so unbelievably 
handsome.” 

O’Brian, she said, never tried to turn the kiss into anything more, although they did 
practice for hours.  His advice, which he recalls in his book, “Hugh O’Brian, Or What’s 
Left Of Him,” was as follows: “First of all, when you kiss a fellow in real life, you close 
your eyes and pucker up your lips. But that’s not the way to do it on screen. You’ve got 
to let him come in to you, and you’ve got to keep your eyes open—so we can see that 
you want him. Then he comes in, and you kiss him very sweetly, and he kisses you very 
sweetly.” 

“And he certainly did not try to slip me the tongue,” Debbie added, her eyes flashing. 

And now Debbie Reynolds belongs to history.  She passed away on Wednesday while 
working on funeral arrangements for her daughter Carrie who died just one day earlier. 

Her son Todd Fisher said this week, “she loved taking care of my sister more than 
anything. So, she gets to do that and that's what she wanted to do.” According to ABC 
News, Fisher said Reynolds "missed her daughter" and that she wanted to "see her 
again. … "I don't think she really meant it quite like that, but ... she went to go see her 
again."  

When we met, Debbie was as kind and gracious as one would hope a Hollywood legend 
might be. And she was no one hit wonder—her career spanned more than 70 years, 
including a one-woman show in which she sang, danced, and told stories, even into her 
‘80s. 
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“One woman told me,” she laughed, “I’m so glad I got to see you while you were still 
alive. 

“So that’s what I always tell my audiences. ‘See Debbie Reynolds sing and 
dance...while she’s still alive.” 

I don’t know how these things work, but now that Debbie is reunited with her daughter, I 
hope the second person she meets in heaven is her old pal Hugh O’Brian, who passed 
away this September.  I hope he greets her with the same kind of kiss he taught her 
back when she was a 19-year-old girl figuring out life in Hollywood. 
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Blog #24 

Pat Summerall: ‘And He’s Gone’ 

By	Michael	Levin	–	Huffington	Post	–	April	17,	2016	

	

 

Before Pat Summerall became a legend among football announcers, he was a giant 
among football players. A two-way player on the 1958 New York Giants, he held the 
unique distinction of being the only athlete in football history to be coached the same 
season by the ultimate brand names in coaching, Tom Landry and Vince Lombardi. 

I got to know Pat well enough to call him Patrick when we worked together on his 
memoir of that 1958 season, called, aptly enough, Giants. Summerall was succinct on 
the air but a phenomenal conversationalist and I treasure the memories of writing and 
talking with him. 

The book we wrote primarily describes the teaching styles of the two great coaches — 
Landry’s dry, unsmiling, engineer’s approach to the game and Lombardi’s floridly 
emotional, unstintingly demanding way of getting his points across. But the world of pro 
football that Pat recalled was radically different to the point of being unimaginable. 

Men who broke their arms played with their arms in a tin sling. You were never sure, on 
some teams, if your weekly paycheck would clear at the bank. And the NFL Players 
Association began not over collective bargaining issues but simply over the players’ 
desire to have owners pay for their sneakers and cleats. 

Pat kicked a monstrous field goal in the snow in the 1958 Giants-Colts championship 
game, long since styled “The Greatest Game Ever Played.” It was the first title 
contested on national television, but few outside of the 10 NFL cities paid attention. In 
fact, when Summerall returned to his native Florida after the game, people repeatedly 
asked him, “So, Pat, what have you been doing with yourself?” 

Pat was born with a clubfoot and needed repeated operations before his third birthday 
to heal it, so the idea that he would become a professional kicker in the NFL was hard to 
imagine. But he attended Arkansas on a football scholarship and did well enough to be 
drafted into the NFL. 

He played first for the Chicago Cardinals, a team so penurious that Pat and his young 
wife lived in a hotel room for the season and their baby daughter slept in a dresser 
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drawer. A new coach was hired and promised that Pat would be the cornerstone of the 
team’s future. A few weeks later, standing in a Florida post office, Pat opened the 
newspaper to the sports page and learned he’d been traded to the New York Giants. 

Life opened up for Pat after that. The coaching combination of Landry and Lombardi 
taught him more about football, and about holding oneself to the highest standards, than 
he ever imagined. And a phone call from CBS, which Pat answered while the intended 
target of that call was in the shower and told him to go to the audition instead, launched 
an unparalleled career in sports broadcasting. 

The two most important moments in Summerall’s life, however, occurred off the field. 
The first was when he found Christ. When he told Tom Landry the good news, he says 
that was the only time in his life that he ever saw Landry smile. 

The other moment came 21 years ago, when friends and family organized an 
intervention and convinced Summerall, a two-fisted drinker who was destroying his 
family and his liver, to go to Betty Ford for treatment for alcoholism. He never drank 
again. 

Pat called more Super Bowls than anyone in history and also called the Masters, 
Wimbledon, the U.S. Open, and many other top events. The best piece of advice he 
ever got was from his first Masters producer, who said, “People can see if the ball went 
in the hole. If you ever say ‘he made the putt’ or something that people can see for 
themselves, I’ll fire you.” 

Summerall took that advice to heart and developed the gift of saying only a few words 
but words that said so much. My favorite Summerall call: an interception and a long run 
for a touchdown that might have galvanized a lesser announcer to unleash a tsunami of 
words. All Pat would say: “And he’s gone.” 

And now Patrick’s gone, and with him an era of gentlemanly broadcasting with those 
deep, lush, Florida tones behind the mike. Pat Summerall was a Giant, both lower case 
and capital G. To have known him is one of the great privileges of a writer’s life. 
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Blog #25 

I Love Mika Brzezinski Of ‘Morning Joe’ And I Don't Care 
Who Knows It 

By	Michael	Levin	–	New	York	Daily	News	–	May	18,	2016	

 

 

I love Mika Brzezkinski, and not just because she's brilliant, gutsy and stunning; her hair 
and makeup perfect while the rest of the world, me included, rolls sloppily out of bed. 

Here's why I love her: because of the way she looks at Joe Scarborough, her partner on 
MSNBC's “Morning Joe.” 

Joe prattles on about politics, culture, sports, or whatever, and Mika just gazes lovingly 
at him, fascinated by every syllable he utters. 

She never seems to mind that he interrupts her when she dares speak. 

Or that he constantly asks one of the other men on the program a question but seldom 
asks her anything. 

Some married men fantasize about sex with other women. 

My fantasy is to spend three hours with a woman who thinks I'm brilliant and fascinating, 
and proves it by hanging on every word I say. 

I think my wife thinks I'm interesting, but I think she thinks pretty much everything else 
on the planet is more interesting. 

I have lots of opinions and ideas, just like Joe Scarborough. 

We do have four children who need to get fed and out the door for school. 

And she has a job. 

Which does not consist of listening to me. 

Which brings us back to why I love Mika. 

Because she listens. 

Granted, she's paid to listen. 
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But you watch her rapidly changing facial expressions and you can tell that she's tuned 
in to him. 

Which is why I'm tuned in to her. 

I could care less about what Joe says. 

I don't think I've ever heard a word he says. 

I don't even know if he realizes how lucky he is. 

To have a woman like that paying attention to him. 

I wanted to know more about Mika Brzezinski, so I read her most recent book, “Grow 
Your Value.” 

She says that she, like many women with important careers, is torn between her 
commitment to her family and her responsibilities at work. 

If I read the book right, then as long as you feel guilty, you don't have to worry about 
finding balance. 

Mika, if you were married to me, you wouldn't have to do a thing. 

I'll handle the parent-teacher conferences (you mentioned you did one via FaceTime 
and it didn't work out very well). 

I'll cook and clean. 

I'll drive carpool. 

All I ask is that when you get home from work, even if it's just for half an hour, just listen 
to me the way you listen to Joe. 

And with that I'll be the happiest man in the world. 

	


