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JEREMY RIFKIN
AND THE
NOT-SO-SACRED

| GIANT«C WS




For 25 years, the class
president who left Penn

as a cheerleader has made
a career out of sounding
off. In public. And in print.

By David Lieber

- JEREMY RIFKIN'S

AYBE IT WAS the last
time Jeremy Rifkin
played the role of the
straight arrow. Hey
Day. April 20, 1967.
Senior Class President
Rifkin—about to re-
ceive the coveted Cane Award, graduate
from the Wharton School, and embark on
a 2b-year career as a political radical that
would leave in its wake a dozen books, a
dozen causes, and, of course, a dozen tons
of press clippings—shared the stage with
University President Gaylord P. Harnwell.
At that point, Rifkin was truly a man
“caught between two worlds,” as he would
recall 25 years later. On the one hand, he
was a self-described “beer-drinking’’ mem-
ber of the InterFraternity Council, a zest-
ful male cheerleader, and a goody-goody
leader of the Campus Chest charity corps;
on the other hand, he helped lead protests
against the University’s involvement in the
Pentagon’s biological-warfare programs,
and he got his first sweet taste of national
publicity when he became the first Ivy
League class president to call for an end
to the Vietnam War.
DAVID LIEBER, ‘79 C, is a reporter for “The
Philadelphia Inquirer.”

Up on the stage that day, Rifkin faced the
dilemma of his life when 500 protesters
wearing gas masks joined the Hey Day
celebration. Here’s how Rifkin tells it now:
“T'll never forget this. Maybe I should keep
this to myself. It doesn't speak too well of
me, actually, but I'll convey it anyway. I
don't care. It doesn’'t make any difference
anymore.

“I was in a very uncomfortable position
there. The guys in gas masks all sat in the
first few rows, and when Harnwell got up
to speak, all of them stood up to protest.
It was a very embarrassing moment. A few
people stood up out of sympathy for the
president, and then everyone tried to stand
up to drown out these people.

“Now I'm in sympathy with the pro-
testers,” recalls Rifkin, ‘“‘but I'm also run-
ning the program here. Everyone had stood
up. I eventually stood up myself. And I'll
probably never forget that, because I
shouldn’t have stood up. I felt a little bit
dirty then, because I really wanted to sit
down. But then [ would have been the only
one sitting down, and no one would have
known why I was doing it. It was a bizarre
moment.”

Years later, after his success on the na-
tional stage on behalf of this cause or that,

‘I'm a very avemge person.’

BIG BEEFS

his TV appearances on Phil Donahue and
Today and Nightline, his 400 college
speeches and his landmark lawsuits against
the Federal Government, Jeremy Rifkin
thinks back to the missed opportunities of
that day in 1967. I think I caved in a lit-
tle bit,” he says: I was president of the
senior class, so I was doing a little shtick
there. I could have used that moment to
make a whole speech on this. I didn’t. I
went with the existing program. I was
caught between two worlds.”

Never again, though.

Slowly, at first, then with ever-mounting
strength, Rifkin emerged as a Ralph Nader-
like gadfly with a Midwestern twang. His
education, his curiosity, his perspicacity,
and his natural talent as a quick talker in
today’s sound-bite media culture made him
a star: His books sell. His ideas generate de-
bates. His lawsuits force changes.

Yes, Jeremy Rifkin has become one dis-
liked man.

His 1992 book, Beyond Beef, subtitled The
Rise and Fuall of the Cattle Culture,
describes current cattle-raising conditions
in Upton Sinclair-like fashion and calls for
a massive reduction in America’s beef-
eating habits. The powerful beef lobby
reacted with outrage and applauded when
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