
“are nonprofit, either by design or de facto”—though his books, 
including The Trillionaire Next Door (2000), Governor Arnold (2004), 
The Borowitz Report (2004), and The Republican Playbook (2006) have 
been profitable. In writing the online Borowitz Report (see next 
page), “I have no real method,” he says. Research means waking 
up, having coff ee in bed with his wife, Olivia Gentile ’96 (a jour-
nalist and author of the new biography Life List: A Woman’s Quest for 
the World’s Most Amazing Birds), and watching the news.

“I tend to be on top of only the one or two biggest stories of 
the day,” he says. “Then my mind wanders to some take on that 
material. Sometimes it’s just stating the truth very baldly [Obama 
Poised to Become Most Ass-Kissed President Ever]—Mark 
Twain said you can’t really improve on the truth. Sometimes 
it’s exaggerating or amping up the truth to an extreme [Bush to 
Phase Out Environment by 2004/All Species Under Review, Pres-
ident Says]. Sometimes it’s politicians saying exactly what’s on 
their mind, which they would never do in real life [Palin Blames 
Daughter’s Pregnancy on Media/Demands Media Marry Bris-
tol]. Having written thousands of these columns now, it’s more 
like muscle memory than an intellectual process.” Alter observes 

that the columns are “not just funny 
on their own terms, but are a send-up 
of journalistic conventions. Basically, 
Andy uses a very strict AP form—it’s 
almost like he’s writing newsroom 
haiku.”

When he launched the Borowitz 
Report in 2001, “No one was reading 
it—it was a sinkhole for money,” 
Borowitz says. “Hundreds of dollars 
were thrown away. When I saw 
my stats, I’d be thrilled to find that 
three people were on the site.” 
Word of mouth expanded his au-
dience, which then jumped dra-

matically when the Wall Street Journal did a front-page story about 
him in 2003; thousands of aspiring subscribers crashed the site. 
He accepts no advertising, because “advertisers would have the 
right to approach me and say, ‘We didn’t like that.’” Syndicating 
the column to a few dozen newspapers does make some money, 
and he uses the site to promote his own books and appearances. 
“If you’re in the business of marketing Andy Borowitz,” he ex-
plains, “I have the perfect listserv.”

Off ended readers sometimes cancel their subscriptions. “I want 
to say to them, ‘I would take that very hard if you were actually 
paying me something for your subscription,’” he says. “But I don’t 
know what kind of threat that is, since I’m essentially spamming 
you. That’s one of the keys to the success of the Borowitz Report: 
don’t charge anything for it.” At first Borowitz wrote new columns 
daily, then took weekends off . Now he posts two or three fresh sat-
ires each week. “I think I love it even more now,” he says. “I write 
when a story really appeals to me. I’m getting a kick out of it.”

His short comic arias for the New Yorker began in 1998; editor 
Susan Morrison ’82 called while he was working in the garden 
and asked if he had any funny ideas on Bill Clinton’s sched-

Obama’s Use of Complete Sentences Stirs Controversy
Stunning Break with Last Eight Years [November 18, 2008]

In the first two weeks since the election, President-elect Barack Obama has broken with a tradition established over the past eight years 
through his controversial use of complete sentences, political observers say.

Millions of Americans who watched Mr. Obama’s appearance on CBS’s 60 Minutes on Sunday witnessed the president-elect’s unortho-
dox verbal tic, which had Mr. Obama employing grammatically correct sentences virtually every time he opened his mouth.

But Mr. Obama’s decision to use complete sentences in his public pronouncements carries with it certain risks, since after the last eight 
years many Americans may find his odd speaking style jarring.

According to presidential historian Davis Logsdon of the University of Minnesota, some Americans might find it “alienating” to have a 
president who speaks English as if it were his first language.

“Every time Obama opens his mouth, his subjects and verbs are in agreement,” says Mr. Logsdon. “If he keeps it up, he is running the risk 
of sounding like an elitist.”

The historian said that if Mr. Obama insists on using complete sentences in his speeches, the public may find itself saying, “Okay, subject, 
predicate, subject, predicate—we get it, stop showing off.”

The president-elect’s stubborn insistence on using complete sentences has already attracted a rebuke from one of his harshest critics, Gov. 
Sarah Palin of Alaska.

“Talking with complete sentences there and also too talking in a way that ordinary Americans like Joe the Plumber and Tito the Builder 
can’t really do there, I think needing to do that isn’t tapping into what Americans are needing also,” she said.

Borowitz with actor Will Smith at a 
1990 Los Angeles party celebrating the 
premiere of  The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air
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uled deposition for the 
Monica Lewinsky case. 
Borowitz confected a 
series of talking points 
for Clinton, “basically a 
lot of elaborate ways to 
explain how sperm got 
on her dress.” It ran the 
week that David Rem-
nick became the maga-
zine’s editor, and 11 years 
later, Borowitz is still 
contributing.

Literary humor dif-
fers structurally from 
composing a TV comedy 
script, which has actors, 
directors, and technical 

crew all contributing to the end product. “On the page, there’s a 
disadvantage in that no one is helping you,” Borowitz explains. 
“But there’s also an advantage, because you’re communicating 
directly with the reader. A lot of times, in a film or TV show, 
there might be something that was hilarious on the page, but 
when it gets staged, somebody’s wearing the wrong costume 
and that throws off  a joke, or somebody does a gesture that’s not 
right—there are a lot of perils in performance. With the page, 
and especially the Internet, it’s almost like you’re communicat-
ing this message just between you and the person who’s reading 
it—very unobstructed, a kind of closed circuit.”

The talent for creating risible content, though, is a largely in-
explicable gift. Borowitz has been asked to teach humor writing 
classes and has even tried it a couple of times, but no longer does 
so because “I feel like it’s a scam—you can’t really teach some-
body how to do it. People are either funny or not; it’s very hard 
to boil it down to a formula.” Certain old sayings, like “Keep it 

short,” do apply: “Any joke is better if you can 
remove some words.” He says he just tries 
“to find the thing that cracks me up, and 
hope other like-minded people will laugh.” 
Sometimes he field-tests a joke on his wife 
(“Livy is extremely supportive, but she’s 
also very discerning. Unfortunately.”).

In recent years, Borowitz has been 
breaking up audiences as a live per-
former, joining forces with comedian 
Mike Birbiglia, star of the one-man 
off -Broadway show Sleepwalk with Me, for exam-
ple. “Andy just picked up stand-up comedy as 
a hobby,” Birbiglia says, “and he’s as good at it 
as anybody.” This is all the more astonishing, he 
adds, because stand-up “is such an uphill battle, 
such a soul-crushing endeavor.” Borowitz notes, 
“To a lot of people, voluntarily doing stand-up 
comedy is a psychiatric disorder that’s probably 
in DSM-IV.” Often, he operates in improv mode, taking questions 
from an audience and riffi  ng off  them. “When the audience is in 
the same room with a comedian when a joke is being created,” he 
says, “there’s an extra excitement in that moment.

“We live in a culture now where our entertainment has had all 
the edges taken off ,” he continues. “Everything has been sanded 
down; it looks so polished. We have special eff ects and lighting 
that can make everybody look perfect—and we sweeten the 
shows so that the sound is perfect and the applause is perfect. 
Most of the entertainment we get now has been so refined and so 
packaged that the spontaneity has disappeared.” Consequently, 
he feels, there’s a hunger for alternatives like The Moth, the 
nonprofit, Manhattan-based storytelling group (www.themoth.
org) that puts on live storytelling evenings (sometimes with 
Borowitz as emcee and performer) that are podcast.

“There’s this very primal thing of a 

Visit harvardmag.
com/extras to hear 
an excerpt from 
an interview with 
Andy Borowitz

In Week Before Labor Day, Pointless “Filler” Columns Abound
Lazy Columnists Pad Out Stories by Quoting Experts, Experts Say [August 21, 2008]

In a phenomenon that occurs every year in the week before Labor Day, national columnists across America file pointless, content-free “filler” 
columns, enabling the lazy scribes to hit the beach earlier, according to observers who have been following this trend.

The “filler” columns are churned out in a matter of minutes with no loftier goal than meeting a deadline and filling up space—meaning 
that columnists will often resort to using the same words or phrase again and again and again and again and again.

And rather than doing any original writing, the slothful columnists will rely on so-called “experts” to supply them with quotes to fill up 
space, experts say.

“They’ll often quote people you’ve never heard of,” says Harold Crimmins, an expert in the field of filler columns. “It’s pretty shameless.”
The typical “filler” column is often a reprint of a previously published column, but the writer will later plug in one cursory reference to cur-

rent events, such as the 2008 Beijing Olympics, to disguise this fact.
And in order to fill up space even faster, Crimmins says, the lazy beach-bound columnist will compose his summer “filler” columns with 

short paragraphs.
Many of these paragraphs will be as short as one sentence, he says.
“Or shorter,” he adds.
There are other telltale signs a reader can look for in order to determine whether a writer has, in fact, filed a so-called “filler” column, ac-

cording to Crimmins.
One of these is a tendency to repeat information that the reader has already read earlier in the article, with columnists even stooping to 

using the same quote twice.
“They’ll often quote people you’ve never heard of,” Crimmins says.
Another tip-off is if the column ends abruptly.

Borowitz performing standup 
at the Comix comedy club in 
New York City, January 2008
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