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It is hard for a 1960s skeptic who sought change to admit to feeling that my own life has been remarkably lucky, happy, or blessed, but that certainly is what I feel. The tricky thing at this stage in our lives, I guess, is trying to remain sufficiently skeptical rather than cynical or complacent, and somehow not ignoring or embarrassing others who are much less lucky/happy/blessed. My good fortune has taken many paths.
Marlene Booth and I have been married since she returned from Israel the summer after my graduation; we have two wonderful, healthy, creative, and at the least mildly eccentric children: Raphael, who turned twelve on the Fourth of July, and Amira, who is eight (and whose May birthday is Mexican Independence Day as well as the birthday of Karl Marx). Rafi has been a vegetarian for over three years, does all the parts in all the Monty Python sketches and films, loves theater, and had a very successful Little League season. Amira delights in being a bookworm, but she also plays soccer, acts, loves animals, including our cat Gali (to distraction), and wants to be a doctor or veterinarian. We are even fortunate enough to have all our parents living and healthy and very much involved in our fives, as are our extensive networks of siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles, and wonderful friends.
Marlene is an independent documentary filmmaker, who got her M.F.A. from the late, lamented Yale Film School in 1975 and worked at the PBS station in Boston for years. Around the time Rafi was born, Marlene began the hard but rewarding fife of being an independent producer and director, which means raising funds herself for the films she wants to make. You may have seen some of her work on PBS or at a college or theater near you. Her films include a portrait of the impact of the great desegregation case, Brown v. Board of Education (1954), after twenty-five years in Prince Edward County, Virginia—where they closed the schools rather than allow integration—and in troubled Boston; a film about the Yiddish newspaper. The Forward, and its role as a kind of immigrants’ bible and Americanization forum; a look at a utopian summer community founded by Eastern European Jews, called Raananah: A World of Our Own; and, most recently, a film called The Double Burden demonstrating that there have been working mothers long before the phenomenon gained prominence around the time we graduated. These films have won awards and considerable acclaim, but funding, producing, and directing the next one is always a struggle requiring remarkable tenacity and persuasive skills. Marlene has used those same abilities in various volunteer capacities, including launching an after-school program that uses and teaches Hebrew in a camplike setting, for which she recently received a major award from the local Bureau of Jewish Education.
In a roundabout way Marlene got into film through being a high school English teacher in Branford, which helped to put me through Yale Law School. I started law school unsure about whether law or graduate school made the most sense. I was almost certain, however, that my longstanding i-A status would mean that I certainly would not finish whatever I chose to start. This made it easier to decide to stay in New Haven, rather than starting for a brief period somewhere else. Quite soon after my remarkable good fortune in persuading Marlene to marry me, the famous draft lottery and a number deep into the three hundreds saved me gut-wrenching decisions and left me free to finish law school.
Actually—and now I can see somewhat ironically—I did not like law school very much. The faculty mostly seemed defensive and overly threatened by the events of the late 1960s. I liked some of my fellow students and learned from them, but neither made friends as good as those I made during our undergraduate years nor learned as much as I had as an undergraduate. I survived by helping to start a clinical program in which law students represented the mentally ill in Connecticut’s largest state hospital and by being a director of an innovative Law School Film Society. I also got involved in something called the Political Justice Workshop and other such sixties-type legal activities. I remained connected to Trumbull as the graduate fellow helping Kai Erikson, and I even got to teach a college seminar. Aware that I probably would want to teach (and to use that freedom, respectability, and salary as a base from which to do pro bono work), I did the law journal routine (in a rather minimalist manner) and picked up a master’s degree in urban studies.
Probably because I was able to figure out how to get out of an office in which we were locked at the end of the interview day, Jon O. Newmen, than a newly appointed but not yet confirmed Federal District Court judge in Connecticut, chose me as one of his first full-year law clerks. That year began much of my legal education. Then, with the chutzpa of youth and Yale degrees, I was able to convince the University of Connecticut School of Law to hire me to teach and even to let me teach what I wanted.
I had a wonderful time in those early years of teaching, tried somewhat to combine clinical and academic approaches, began to publish articles, and made lasting friends. After the great boondoggle of a humanities fellowship at Harvard, I began to try to land a teaching job in Boston, where Marlene had begun working at WGBH. In the spring and summer of 1979, when I was working full time in the national office of the ACLU, primarily on the “Secret of the H-Bomb” case, I landed a job at Boston University, where I have been ever since. I was never enthralled with the management style of Boston University’s president, John Silber, however, and at times found myself comparing his style unfavorably to that of Kingman Brewster and other administrators we knew who had to adapt to our stormy times. I found myself thinking—even writing, though surely neither is necessary or sufficient for the other—about problems of complicity and inaction in this troubled century.
As of July 1993 I start acting on a new stage. I am beginning as dean of the Boston College Law School, a place that seems much more “user-friendly” for students and faculty and that is unusual in its commitment to public interest work and in its fiercely loyal alumni. The time and the fit seems just right to me, so, as our reunion approaches, I am buoyed by the excitement of a new venture and not weighed down at all yet with the headaches that are rumored to go with university administration.
I also must admit to being pleased that Harvard University Press just accepted a book of mine, with the working title The Substance of Pluralism: Keeping Company in American Law and Letters, that should hit the remainder tables soon after its scheduled 1994 publication date. The book claims that American law has never dealt adequately with the vital role of groups in our society. I try to show this by considering both voluntary and involuntary groups, through a mixture of materials ranging from case and doctrinal analysis to Shakespeare and Faulkner and to historical examples of guilt by association and association by guilt.
The gist of the argument is that the commonplace separation of individual and group offers a false dichotomy. Moreover, context is crucial to recognition of individual/group interdependence. As I worked on the book, and as I have struggled to try to teach and write meaningfully, I often find myself thinking of our experience at Yale. Those years suggest that wildly different individuals were able to form a multitude of groups; we interacted in complex ways and changed ourselves and Yale. Those changes still seem for the good. Even a skeptic ought to credit positive changes that endure. Perhaps we can progress still more without forgetting our pasts.
