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PASSAGE MARKERS SECULAR ISLAM

Boomers Can Live by a Timeless Philosophy What a
Headscarf
May Mean

M
y 30th high school reunion is
this spring. In fact, the first
event is this weekend, which

has me thinking.
Like most Boomers my age, I see

this event — and others, like my 25th
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reunion for college
last year — as impor-
tant markers in one’s
life. On the one
hand, it seems like
just yesterday I was
in high school and
college. On the
other, it was yester-
day — or only five
years ago — when I

was at my 25th high school reunion. I
remember walking around with a
“25th Reunion” button on my lapel
wondering when it was I had become
my dad. I guess growing older isn’t a
generational thing; it’s a human thing.

The question running through my
head as this marker approaches is how
did 30 years go by, and what do the
next 30 (more or less) portend? As I
pondered that, I was reminded of
something I had come across years
ago. At the time, I was a junior ac-
count manager at Ogilvy & Mather,
one of Madison Avenue’s biggest and
best advertising agencies.

OGILVY PUBLISHED an “alumni”
newsletter back in 1985 as a way for
former employees to stay connected
with the current staff. One item that
caught my eye was a piece by a former
media planner, Bob Silverberg, who
was by then a 58-year-old radio ad
sales person. Bob used his space in the

newsletter to submit his “philosophy
of life,” prepared as part of his own
40th high school reunion. Bob’s simple
five-point list was both poignant and
sophisticated at the same time.

To this day, I remember it and, as
much as possible, believe it and try to
follow it. Even though Bob and I are
from completely different generations.
That’s because some things are time-
less, or in this case, transgenerational.

Bob was a leading-edge member of
the Silent Generation: He was born
during the Great Depression and came
of age during World War II. His
generation has never been viewed as
self-indulgent, entitled, or even opti-
mistic (like Boomers). Rather, the Si-
lents are dedicated, pragmatic, and du-
ty-bound. But by age 58, some 40
years removed from high school, he
created a list that anyone from any
generation at midlife and beyond
would appreciate and value.

Reminded this week of my 30 years
(and 30 pounds) beyond my high
school graduation, I remembered
Bob’s list. It’s time to share his philos-
ophy with my fellow midlife Boomers,
and younger generations as well. One
caveat: Memory has faded some of
Bob’s poignancy, as this is my recollec-
tion of his list (generated before digi-
tal storage).

HERE IS A “philosophy of life”
that’s timeless and transgenerational:

(1) Don’t wait for life to happen to
you. Essentially, it’s up to you to make
your own way. Those who wait for the
world to beat a path to their door may
be home to answer the door, but no

one is knocking. It’s in our own hands
to shape our own destiny.

(2) Life is a series of choices. Long
ago Pogo said, “them that makes the
choices, gets the choices.” (Younger
readers, you can wiki “Walt Kelly.”)
For every choice one makes, a deci-
sion is reached and consequences fol-
low. Sometimes good, sometimes not

so good. Not making choices is a
choice, too, so you’re better off mak-
ing them yourself.

(3) Happiness is important, espe-
cially in your work. We spend our
adult life working, so we might as well
do something we’re passionate about.
If not, change jobs. In fact, maybe you
should change jobs every 10 years no
matter what, just for intellectual stim-
ulation and motivation.

(4) Money counts. More makes ev-
erything else easier. It also lessens the
arguments at home.

(5) Live in the now. Don’t spend
your life planning for your life. Live
now, in the moment, making as many
minutes count as you can. Living for
tomorrow ruins today, and today is
much too fleeting. (Ironically, one of
Oprah Winfrey’s favs these days is
Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now,
which espouses a similar approach.
Could Tolle have read Bob’s list back
in 1985, too?)

That’s it. Five timeless ideas for liv-
ing a vital life at any age. Maybe we
Boomers won’t have to reinvent every-
thing about growing older. Bob’s wis-
dom cuts across all generations and is
more appreciated with age. In hind-
sight, the only missing ingredient is
the importance of family and friends.
But a list of six is much harder to re-
member than one with five. Especially
30 years past high school.
• Matt Thornhill is president of the Boomer
Project. He can be reached at
matt@boomerproject.com or (804) 690-4837.
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A series on boomer-related issues.

WASHINGTON

I
t can be a little wisp of fabric,
nothing more. It comes in longer
versions, shorter versions, ver-

sions that cover the hair, others that
cover the face. According to Le
Monde, you can even get a Viennese
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stylist to design one
in the manner of
“Catherine Zeta-
Jones and Naomi
Campbell,” with a
whiff of supermodel
glamour.

But whatever
shape it takes and
whatever you want
to call it, the politi-

cal controversy surrounding the
scarves that many (though not all)
Muslim women use to cover their
heads will not go away. Banned in
French schools and some German
state institutions, the headscarf has
just re-emerged at the center of an ex-
traordinary lawsuit, one that could, if
successful, bring down the Turkish
government.

Brought by the chief prosecutor of
Turkey, the lawsuit — to put it
bluntly and briefly — accuses the rul-
ing party of violating Turkey’s consti-
tution and proposes to evict its lead-
ers, including the prime minister and
the president, from politics alto-
gether. The central point of this
sticky legal clash between the “secu-
larism” of the Turkish constitution
and the “will of the nation,” as the rul-
ing party calls it (or the “dictatorship
of the majority,” in the words of Tur-
key’s chief prosecutor), is the
headscarf: Last February, the govern-
ment lifted a long-standing ban on
wearing them at universities, and sec-
ular Turks are furious.

THIS KIND OF controversy is not
entirely new to Turkey, where politi-
cal parties have been banned in the
past (and prime ministers hanged in
the more distant past) for insufficient
secularism. What strikes me as im-
portant this time around is the endur-
ing significance, once again, of that
simple piece of cloth.

To outsiders, the issue usually
seems petty (the International Her-
ald Tribune headlined its editorial
“Much Ado About Headscarves”).
Those with an Anglo-American bias
— myself included — have often
been persuaded that the issue is one
of personal liberty: A headscarf
should be a matter of “choice.” But if
politicians are grandstanding about
headscarves, maybe that’s because
headscarves, at least in Turkey and a
few other places, are political sym-
bols and not purely a matter of reli-
gious “choices.”

Fairly or not, in certain Turkish
communities, a head covering marks
the wearer not just as faithful but also
as a believer in a particular version of
Islam. Fairly or not, the headscarf
carries with it, at least in Turkey, par-
tisan connotations as well as a sug-
gestion of the wearer’s views of
women. The political scientist Zeyno
Baran pointed out to me that most of
the wives of the Turkish political
leadership wear headscarves; that
most of them donned the scarves
after their marriages; and that most
of them never worked or studied
again after that. You can see why
women who want something differ-
ent might feel threatened.

In fact, the Turkish ban was first
instituted in the 1980s precisely to
protect bareheaded women, as well
as the secular students who wanted
to remain so. For about 20 years, the
ban was relatively successful, too.
After a few initial protests, it was
widely accepted — how else can a
deeply divided society survive, unless
it creates zones of neutrality? — at
least until the current government
tried to get rid of it again this year.

FOR THE RECORD, the French
headscarf ban — though widely
mocked when instituted in 2004 — is
at the moment considered a great
success, too, at least by the French
government. Droves of girls did not
drop out of school, as was predicted.
Every year, French officials say, there
are fewer conflicts over the issue.
Over time, they argue, Muslim girls
will find it easier to integrate into
French society, too.

None of which is to say that Tur-
key’s supreme court can or should
oust the government: I’ll let Turkey’s
lawyers fight that one out. But if they
try to do so, let’s not pretend it’s un-
important. And if, someday, this ar-
gument comes to our shores, let’s not
be surprised, either.

In the end, the headscarf debate
isn’t about a wisp of fabric but about
the viability of secular Islam itself.
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CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

It Should Have Been a Better Year for Democrats
STANFORD

T
wo thousand eight was sup-
posed to have been an ideal year
for the Democratic Party.

There’s an unpopular, lame-duck Re-
publican president presiding over an
iffy economy and an unpopular war.
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Plus, the Democrats
won big in the 2006
elections, and there’s
no Republican vice
president in the race
to draw on the
power of incum-
bency.

No wonder that
for much of 2007, the
polls suggested that
the only mystery

would be by how much Sen. Hillary
Clinton would beat former New York
Mayor Rudy Giuliani in the general
election.

Indeed, for Democrats not to walk
into the presidency in November
2008, the conventional wisdom was
that the absolute unthinkable would
have to transpire.

And now it almost has.

THE REPUBLICANS have done
something unimaginable in making
Sen. John McCain the presumptive
nominee. And so have the Democrats
in allowing their primary season to
drag on.

On the Republican side, McCain,
not too long ago, was running far be-
hind in the primaries, and his maver-
ick positions enraged influential con-
servatives. Yet he proved to be the
only Republican candidate who had
any chance of capturing moderate and
independent voters. And for all their
bluster, most die-hard conservatives
now seem like they’re going to hold
their noses and vote Republican.

On the Democratic side, Clinton
was stopped cold — but still has yet to
be finished off by Barack Obama. Now
we can expect months more of infight-
ing. As the Democrats raise tens of
millions to destroy themselves,
McCain can only sit back and smile.

With Obama the likely nominee, we
can also expect to hear more from, and
about, his former pastor, Jeremiah
Wright. Reporters no doubt are scan-
ning Rev. Wright’s massive corpus of
texts and DVDs for more hate speech.

Even before the Wright contro-
versy, the Democratic vote had been
split heavily along racial lines —
whites for Clinton, blacks for Obama
— in certain states, including the all-
important Ohio. That’s not a good
sign for a party that’s supposed to be a
model of racial transcendence.

Clinton will weaken Obama for
months to come. There is no reason to
believe the former front-runner will
quit the Democratic race soon, even

though Obama has an all-but-insur-
mountable delegate lead.

Clinton has momentum and should
win sizably in Pennsylvania later this
month. Millions want to vote for her in
the remaining primaries. By convention
time, she could even end up with a slight
lead in the aggregate popular vote.

Clinton has so far won all the big
states that will be in play in the gen-
eral election. She knows the super del-
egates were created precisely for a
year like this, and so will argue that
these Democratic pros are there to
check the exuberance of a liberal
electorate that might actually nomi-
nate someone untested like Obama.
Had Clinton run under Republican pri-
mary rules, her wins would have al-
ready sealed for her the nomination.

Clinton can also point to polls
showing that an Obama nomination
will lose more Democrats to McCain
than would her own. In other words,
she thinks that she has every reason to
continue her last-chance campaign,
even as it hurts her party, Obama, and
the Clinton legacy.

FINALLY, NO matter who ulti-
mately becomes the Democratic nomi-
nee, it may not be so easy to run a
campaign against McCain on the no-
tion that everything is falling apart —
or that it is his fault.

It is not at all clear that the Iraq war

will get worse, despite the latest news
of Shiite in-fighting. Most Iraqis — es-
pecially the Sunnis of Anbar — have
long wanted the Shiite government to
put down the militias of Moqtada al-
Sadr. If this happens, the good news of
the surge could get better.

At home, we not are yet in a reces-
sion, and may avoid one altogether.
For now, despite financial jitters,
mortgage fears, and a weakening
American financial position abroad,
unemployment, interest rates, and in-
flation all remain fairly low — and
could still stay that way through the
summer.

Many of our problems like gas
prices and deficits transcend politics
— or at least were due to bipartisan
mistakes of both Congress and the ad-
ministration and won’t play out to par-
tisan advantage. There is no Demo-
cratic or Republican answer to stop
Iran from getting the bomb, or to
bring a roguish but increasingly
wealthy and powerful China into the
global community.

By late summer, a rested John
McCain will try to reassure Americans
that he will run their country just like
he ran his campaign. A wounded Bar-
ack Obama will have won a Pyrrhic
nomination. And an angry Hillary Clin-
ton will be gone — but the latest addi-
tion to the Clinton legacy not forgotten.
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SAVE THE WHALES

Vegas, Macao: Gambling Meccas Keep Growing
LAS VEGAS

W
arren Buffett, of course, and
then Bill Gates, but can you
name the third-richest Amer-

ican? He is Sheldon Adelson, 74,
whose net worth is, according to
Forbes, $26 billion. He made his first
fortune by founding and then selling a
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computer exposition
here. Today he is
thriving in part
thanks to Asians
who gamble here and
in Macao, a tiny ap-
pendage of China.
His Las Vegas Sands
Corp. is the largest
investor in China,
ever.

Compact and combative as a ban-
tam rooster, Adelson, son of a Boston
cab driver, used $128 million to buy
the old Sands, the haunt of Frank Sina-
tra’s Rat Pack. Adelson tore it down
and built the $1.5 billion, 4,000-room
Venetian. Two months ago it became
the world’s largest hotel when it
opened the $1.9 billion, 3,000-suite
Palazzo hotel, which is physically con-
nected to the Venetian. In Macao,
Adelson has two resorts, including a
Venetian with a casino three times
larger than the largest in Las Vegas.

He is spending upward of $9 billion
more to build 13 additional casino ho-
tels in Macao, and about $4 billion on
one in Singapore. Next? Perhaps In-
dia, Japan, Korea, Thailand. Certainly
Bethlehem (Pennsylvania, that is —
really).

Macao’s gambling revenue, which
surpassed the Strip’s in 2006, soared
46.6 percent last year to $10.4 billion.
Macao’s February revenue was up 67
percent over February 2007. Las
Vegas is largely immune to U.S. eco-
nomic cycles: In January, the Strip’s
casino gambling revenue fell only 1.3
percent, and a few “whales” could
make up that margin over a weekend.

WHALES, IN THE language of Las
Vegas, are, Adelson says, those who
can win or lose $3 million in one stay.
There are only a few thousand whales
in the world, but they are multiplying
fast in China — thank you, the Peo-
ple’s Republic. Adelson says that when
60,000 people a day are gambling at
Macao’s Venetian, 40 percent of the
casino’s revenue comes from 59,700 of
them, and 60 percent from 300 others,
probably including three to eight
whales. In the Venetian here, 20 per-
cent of the gamblers provide 80 per-
cent of the revenue. Business cycles do
not dent Adelson’s confidence that the
rich will always be with us: “The upper
end is never vulnerable.”

Adelson brandishes for a visitor a
June 20, 1955, issue of Life magazine,
the cover of which asks if Las Vegas is
“overextended.” The city then had
fewer than 3,000 rooms. Today it has
138,000 and 45,000 more are under
construction or planned. Although
Adelson thinks gambling will remain
this city’s motor and scoffs at the no-
tion of Las Vegas becoming primarily

a “family destination,” he does think it
will become to Southern California
what south Florida has been to the
Northeast. What Northern winters did
for Florida, California’s government
(high taxes, low performance) will do
for Las Vegas.

Far from threatening Las Vegas,
state governments, America’s fore-
most promoters of gambling, have,
Adelson says, “enlarged the market.”
State lotteries (and casinos — 28
states have them) whet people’s appe-
tites for a trip to gambling’s Mecca.

A LONG-RUNNING show at the
Hilton here is “Menopause: The Musi-
cal.” While the number of Americans
over 65 has increased 20 percent since
1990, in Nevada the number has in-
creased more than 100 percent. Poet
Philip Larkin once said he would like
to go to China if he could be home for
dinner. Adelson and other makers of
modern Las Vegas have obliged peo-
ple like Larkin, sort of.

The Venetian has gondolas plying
indoor canals that, unlike Venice’s, do
not smell: “Score one for the Ameri-
cans — when they rebuild Europe,”
Paul Cantor of the University of Vir-
ginia writes, “they correct it, they im-
prove it, they get it right.” Las Vegas’
hotel casinos also include Paris, and
New York New York. Las Vegas, says
Cantor, “fulfills a deep-seated Ameri-
can dream — to be able to pack the
whole family into the station wagon
and drive to Europe.”

Frommer’s guidebook suggests that
there should be a Hoover Dam Hotel
and Casino — why drive 30 miles
when you can see a replica on the
Strip? This, says Cantor, is democracy
— giving the masses access to the
world, albeit radically reduced.

Thanks to Adelson, Macao has its
Venetian — a replica of a replica of a
city. So China has passed into postmo-
dernism’s erasure of distinctions be-
tween high and low culture, and be-
tween originals and copies, without
yet achieving modernity. Buffett and
Gates may still be richer, for now, but
Adelson’s achievements astonish and
multiply.
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Sheldon Adelson, 2007 file photo.


