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Dedication

For my wife, Jenny, and my son, Lincoln.

No man alive has a better two tax write-offs.
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Greetings

Welcome to the big book of cancel culture. The fact that you’re even here is a good sign for both of us because it means we haven’t been canceled in recent weeks. After all, if I had just fouled out in the big game of life, I don’t think they’d be releasing this fancy-pants book with my disgraced name splashed all over it. And if you’d just lost your job, I don’t think you’d be out spending money on books.

Unless you suffered a high-powered, fall-from-grace, sex-scandal type of cancel where you left town with a few million bucks and a juicy story about your Red-Hot Naughty Nurse of a Mistress. If that’s the case, please hit me up, because I’d love to write a book about you. No hard feelings if you’ve already got another author on the story, but it goes without saying that I’d still appreciate an introduction to that Naughty Nurse.

I kid! For those of you under the age of forty, “kidding” was something we did just to be funny and nobody cared how it went when I was growing up in the 1980s.

It was a simpler time when Reagan was president and fun was legal. Nobody took life seriously, which was evidenced by the fact that half our outfits contained shoulder pads. The girls had teased bangs and the boys had this thing called masculinity. But you couldn’t always tell because a lot of the most popular male rock singers had teased bangs too. Over in the comedy world, Eddie Murphy was telling all kinds of naughty jokes on SNL without any fear of blowback. Madonna was doing all kinds of filthy things (and people) on MTV. Hollywood didn’t take offense; they took a number. And throughout all of this decadent debauchery, the only one who spent all day obsessing about their phone was E.T.

Yeah, the ’80s were famous for an alien who wanted to phone home, but the thing that truly sets them apart now was that kids would leave home. As in: they went outside to play with other kids, in person, unsupervised, with no app-based tracking device and zero requirements to check in every thirty minutes. As crazy as it sounds in today’s world where we geotag our kids twenty-four hours a day like they’re federal criminals out on bail, I grew up in a time when our parents rarely knew where we were, and neither did we.

We simply went outside, found some fun, and followed it in whatever direction the good times took us “until the streetlights came on.” At which point we’d hightail it home to tell everybody about the exotic things we discovered on our voyages. Picture Marco Polo, if he traveled by bicycle and wore a Ghostbusters T-shirt.

Giving your kid that type of freedom today would qualify as child neglect in the eyes of the law. And it would certainly lead to a conviction in the court of public opinion, where we’re all one bad headline away from mobilizing an online rage mob that knows nothing about you, save for the fact that they want to destroy your existence in the name of getting likes and showing the world they know better.

That’s cancel culture in a nutshell.

A collection of people who wake up every day looking for something to get offended by so they can leverage their victimhood into your firing and their clout. The trend has become so prevalent in society that scientists have a word for people who do this: they’re called losers.

Let’s face it. You’re never going to be at a party and say to your buddies, “I can’t wait until the guy who gets offended by everything shows up!” And if you do want to hang out with the guy who gets offended by everything, you’re out of luck because he doesn’t get invited to parties.

This book is a collection of people and products that were whacked by the outrage mob for a multitude of reasons big and small. It’s not actually a dictionary per se. If anything, the publishers arranged it in A-to-Z form because, after reading some of my writing samples, they weren’t entirely sure I’d ever learned the alphabet to begin with.

I don’t know that for a fact, but I can confirm that nobody likes cancel culture—nowhere in pop culture and not in either political party. But as you’ll see in the pages of this book, Republicans and Democrats have gone along with “cancels” over the years. Sometimes they rode that wave because it was helpful to their mission, other times because they didn’t want to disagree with the outrage mob and see their own careers die in a hail of tweets. This same logic is what ultimately drives executives at major corporations to give the mob what it wants by firing a celebrity.

The menacing, omnipotent nature of social media storm clouds makes execs feel like it’s a cancel-or-be-canceled world. (I was gonna call it a dog-eat-dog world but I’m a little sensitive to the idea of dog meat because I just ate a “chicken” kebob in Times Square.) The point is executives sometimes think that firing a celebrity will save their own ass.

But cancels aren’t confined to stars and politicians. You’ll also come to see that they’ve consumed careers in every field, from zoo workers who trashed their visitors on Facebook to security workers who posted their farts on Instagram. (I’ll wait right here while you look up his videos.)

Don’t get me wrong: some cancels were necessary and even good for society. (Talking to you, R. Kelly.) But the vast majority of people whose careers were sentenced to death by digital firing squad lost it all for crimes that should have resulted in a much lighter penalty—if any penalty at all. Alas, they were on the wrong side of the keyboard cops in a slow news cycle, so away they went.

The good news is some of the people who get canceled come back. The bad news is some of the people who get canceled come back. And if you don’t believe me, you haven’t seen Kathy Griffin’s latest stand-up act.

Kathy was famously canceled at the beginning of the Trump administration after she posted a picture with a plastic head in it. But enough about her face.

If I have one goal for this book, it’s to make sure you enjoy it so much, you buy whatever ridiculous book I write next, regardless of how harsh those reviews happen to get.

My second goal is to show you that nothing in our lives has been improved by the era of incentivized outrage. We’re more agitated and politically divided, and—despite upending thousands of careers in the name of progress—nobody has anything to show for it beyond the cheap high from the digital dopamine we call “likes.”

Which brings me to goal number three: to end this book at a place where we can all agree it’s time to stop empowering a movement whose biggest winners are a bunch of losers.

I’m not saying we have to go full 1980s and let the kids run wild in the streets again. But we absolutely need to get back to a time when the world knew the difference between a joke and a hate crime.

Because any society that can’t take a joke is destined to become one.
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Awards Shows
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Hollywood awards shows used to get incredibly high ratings. But these days the only thing high at the Oscars is Seth Rogen. Heyyo! I’ve got a million of ’em, people.

There was a time when the Academy Awards had 57 million of ’em, meaning viewers. The year was 1998. Titanic took home eleven awards and Leonardo DiCaprio took home at least eleven supermodels. To be clear, I don’t have the exact shag numbers from Leo’s Titanic after-party, but any way you slice it, somebody needs to slow that guy down, or His Heart Won’t Go On.

Other big winners in ’98 included L.A. Confidential, Good Will Hunting, and As Good as It Gets, which it truly was in terms of ratings.

The 70th Annual Academy Awards was the most-watched Oscars telecast in history, but ever since they honored Titanic, celebrities have walked the red carpet while ratings walked the plank. Viewership dipped by 18 percent for the following year’s ceremony, with 45 million people tuning in to The 71st Annual Academy Awards. History will show that Shakespeare Was in Love, but America had put Oscar in the friend zone, with 12 million fewer views than the previous year’s ceremony.

If that weren’t bad enough, the Oscars, which is traditionally the second most-watched TV event of the year after the Super Bowl, finished third behind the big game and a Barbara Walters interview with Monica Lewinsky. Every TV insider in America assumed the Oscars would beat the Lewinskys, but in the end, all the Versace gowns in Tinseltown were no match for One Blue Dress in the Oval Office Pantry.

Oscars ratings began to fall because the Academy got away from nominating films that had huge box office success. But Hollywood’s programming decisions during the tail end of the Clinton administration didn’t hurt half as much as the political rage room that ensued after Donald Trump’s election win.

Let’s start here:

There’s no denying the fact that Trump’s victory was a yuge upset, and not just in Hollywood but everywhere on earth. Oddsmakers installed Hillary Clinton as the overwhelming favorite to become our first female president, and—backed by the entirety of the media and just about every corner of pop culture—the People’s Pantsuit seemed certain to follow her husband into the White House. But in the end, as Bill Clinton might say, when it comes to the presidency, she was close but no cigar.

Was this an emotional loss for tens of millions of people? Yes. But it’s worth noting that half the country was thrilled by Trump’s victory, yet Hollywood made a conscious effort to alienate every last one of them.

Saturday Night Live used its first cold open after Election Night to feature a teary-eyed Kate McKinnon, dressed as Hillary Clinton, singing Leonard Cohen’s spiritual, “Hallelujah.” Now, some would say the show had been skipping humor for years, but in this case there wasn’t even an attempt. The whole thing was embarrassingly absurd.

Especially when you consider this was the same show that did tell jokes in its first cold open after September 11. Yet there was NBC, reacting to the election of a man who had just finished hosting a show on their network—for fifteen seasons no less—with more devastation than the biggest terror attack in American history.

Apparently, to NBC, Trump’s win was somehow worse than 9/11 because Osama bin Laden never hosted a show called Celebrity Jihadist. It’s just as well because it would’ve bombed.

Listen, I don’t wanna judge the SNL writers’ room because those guys get much better drugs than we do. But as a comedian, I’ve never been more ashamed of our profession, and I say that as someone who’s seen Chelsea Handler live twice.

Most comics realize that regardless of what’s going on in the world, our job is to make fun of things and bring people together over the shared realities we all face. SNL clearly wasn’t on the email thread for that one, because the only thing their group therapy session united were viewers and their liquor cabinets. I was gonna add a joke about Hillary drinking, too, but she’d moved on to much stronger stuff than alcohol by then.

Sadly for comedy and America as a whole, the McKinnon Meltdown set the stage for weeks of high-profile Hollywood tantrums that culminated at the Women’s March in Washington, which took place a day after Donald Trump’s inauguration. The event featured vicious, viral takedowns of the forty-fifth president from the likes of Madonna, Scarlett Johansson, and Ashley Judd. Michael Moore also got in a good rant, and while he’s not a woman, they let him onstage anyway because he had some of the biggest breasts at the event.

Unfortunately for Oscars ratings, after two months of watching pampered people in pussy hats scream about the president, most Americans didn’t really need to hear any more. Just 30 million viewers tuned in to The 89th Annual Academy Awards during Trump’s first year in office. It was a far cry from the previous year’s 35 million and a much further cry from the all-time high of 57 million in 1998. Emphasis on the word “cry” because the whole show was a well-dressed coping session. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think somebody had cut off Hollywood’s Xanax supply.

Host Jimmy Kimmel kicked things off by reminding everyone in the room the world hated America because of Trump’s election. He followed with more jokes about Trump’s Twitter habits and allegations he was racist. From there, it turned into a contest to see who could trash Trump the hardest, with dozens of winners calling out his border policies by insisting, “We should be building bridges and not walls.” Of course, after that, they went home to their mansions, which were surrounded by walls.

The hypocrisy wasn’t lost on viewers, but the moment was lost on Hollywood, perhaps forever. Just 26 million people tuned in to the following year’s ceremony in 2018, the first time viewership plunged below 30 million viewers but not the last, with the final Oscars broadcast of the Trump administration hitting what was then an all-time low of 23 million viewers in 2020. And this was pre-pandemic, so you can’t blame Covid. No, the actors were spreading other viruses at the after-parties that night.

The damage done to pop culture by all its Trump tantrums is incalculable, but it wasn’t confined to movies. Viewership for the Grammys fell from 25 million during Trump’s first year in office to 18 million during his last. The Emmys lost nearly half of all viewership during Trump’s term, with viewership sinking from 11.6 million in 2017 to 6 million in 2020.

It’s no secret that Hollywood is overwhelmingly liberal, but apparently it’s some secret that half of America isn’t. Even as we approach the 2024 election, countless celebrities continue to bash conservatives, but the ratings would tell you that liberals are tired too.

Nowhere is that more evident than at the Golden Globes, which not only lost a massive audience during Trump’s term but lost the entire 2022 ceremony after he left office, as organizers were forced to self-cancel in the wake of another woke protest.

This one started when the Los Angeles Times ran an exposé on the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, which handles the nominations for the Globes. According to the Times, the HFPA suffered from a lack of diversity in its ranks, and this was to blame for a lack of Black nominations that could only be possible because the group was a bunch of racists.

Now, it’s worth pointing out that we were a couple years removed from the Globes handing seven nominations to the nearly all-Black cast of 12 Years a Slave. You might also mention that the previous year’s winners for Best Male Actor and Best Supporting Actor were the late great Chadwick Boseman and the thankfully-still-with-us Daniel Kaluuya, both of whom were Black. There had been dozens of Black winners in major categories over the previous decade, meaning the Globes had hardly declared war on minorities. But once that outrage wave began to rise, every prominent actor in Hollywood jumped on a surfboard.

Scarlett Johansson started by telling Entertainment Weekly not only that the HFPA was racist but that they had asked her sexist questions in the past too. A day after the Black Widow beatdown, Tom Cruise landed Maverick’s F-14 and announced he was giving back all three of his Golden Globes due to the lack of inclusion at the HFPA. I’m sure he also resented the trophies because they were taller than him, but that part never made it into the statement. The point is, once Cruise called it quits, that year’s broadcast became a Mission Impossible, if you will, and NBC was forced to pull the plug.

I’m not an expert on the Hollywood foreign press, but if the actors really think it’s racist and sexist, then it was an honorable stance for them to take. That being said, it definitely wasn’t a profitable one, because just 6.3 million people watched the Golden Globes when the ceremony returned to TV in 2023. That was even less than the pandemic-plagued audience of 2021, which drew what was then an all-time low of 6.9 million viewers.

There’s just no denying that Hollywood’s obsession with politics has ratings falling faster than Joe Biden at a commencement speech. Things will only get worse as they ramp up the inclusion initiatives, which the Oscars plans to do by rolling out entirely new nominating criteria at the 2024 ceremony.

Dig this: in order for a film to be eligible for Best Picture at the 96th Academy Awards, at least 30 percent of the film’s cast must be a member of an underrepresented group, such as women, the LGBTQIA+ community, people with physical disabilities, or a racial group other than white.

You’ll notice there’s no criteria for being a good actor, or having a great script, but there is a requirement that all Best Picture nominees have a main story line that centers on members of underrepresented communities.

Translation: If The Godfather were being made today, the only way it could win Best Picture is if Marlon Brando started identifying as the Godmother and made somebody “an offer he couldn’t hear.” It goes without saying that when Sonny got shot up at the causeway, at least half the mobsters would need to be women of minority descent. And given all their Second Amendment bashing, it’s likely the iconic line of “Leave the gun. Take the cannoli” would be shortened to just “Leave the gun.” For all we know, the cannoli came from one of those bakeries that doesn’t support gay marriage.

Earth to Hollywood: Nobody asked for this, and not because they’re against diversity and inclusion, but because our entire existence has been reduced to a constant reminder of the need for diversity and inclusion. It’s in everything we do. Sports, video games, grocery stores—there is no way to leave your house and not get trampled in a social justice stampede.

Even if we did want another partisan lecture, we wouldn’t want it from a group of people who have their words written for them. I’m not saying that to slight actors; I’m saying it to implore them to stick to doing what they do best, which is cocaine.

Hollywood actors are famous because they hit the genetic lottery. These folks are so good-looking that we’re willing to pay $15 for popcorn to watch them recite words that were written by an ugly person. Take it from a guy who’s worked in a bunch of writers’ rooms. We’re not exactly a herd of show ponies.

Actors are. And awards shows used to be a place where we were all okay celebrating just how incredibly blessed these people happened to be. We didn’t hate them for being more gifted than us. If anything, we admired them and lived vicariously through their exploits when we read about them in People magazine and Vanity Fair.

Even when the good times ended in prison time, America has always stuck with actors. If you don’t believe me, you’ve never met Hugh Grant or the hooker he got caught with. Sure, Mr. Grant wound up in handcuffs, but he also wound up in some of the highest-grossing rom-coms of all time following his arrest. Robert Downey Jr.’s drug use found him behind a set of iron bars long before he became Iron Man.

The truth is America has stuck with Hollywood through everything you can think of and a lot of things you can’t. When awards shows went activist, it was a Bridge on the River Kwai too far, if you will.

For one thing, nobody wants to get a lecture on inequality from an actress who’s wearing a dress that costs more than their house. And even when we do agree with the causes, such as we did in the #MeToo movement, it was hard for anyone to take Hollywood seriously, knowing just how many of them looked the other way on decades of Harvey Weinstein’s abuses. Oprah Winfrey may have brought down the house with her famous “Time’s Up” speech at the 2017 Golden Globes, but she still hasn’t brought down all the photos of her and Harv yucking it up while his predatory behavior was the worst-kept secret in Hollywood. Don’t get me wrong, we’re all on board with protecting women, but it sounds a little silly coming from an Oscars crowd that once gave a standing ovation to Roman Polanski decades after he fled the country for raping a thirteen-year-old girl.

It’s amazing that Hollywood always looks so ready for its close-up, because apparently none of them own a mirror.

People go to the movies because they need an outlet to unplug, but these days Hollywood is a constant reminder to plug in your electric car. The endless activism is failing America because when Hollywood began bashing conservatives, we lost the common culture that holds us together.

Think about it. We used to have places where we could put our political differences aside for a few hours to consume something we all agreed was fun. Late-night comedy, professional sports, and, yes, movies were a way to lower the political temperature and remind people that, despite the ideological differences, our basic needs were all the same.

Sadly, all of those outlets for escapism have gone political in the years since Trump took office, and it’s denying Americans a place to coexist. Baseball used to be our national pastime, but today it’s been replaced by fighting on social media.

And whereas Hollywood awards shows used to be a place where the whole country could embrace a film like Titanic, today these shows are nothing more than a sinking ship.

Note to entertainment outlets everywhere:

If it ain’t woke, don’t fix it.
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Broadcasters
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There’s an ongoing debate in society over whether speech is violence. As a former New York City cabdriver who’s been punched, kicked, and hit with a trumpet while a mariachi band fought in my back seat, I can tell you firsthand that words don’t hurt half as much as fists, feet, and flying instruments. What a truly bizarre moment that was. Cabbies are always ready to blow the horn, but nothing prepares us for getting hit by one.

There can be no doubt that speech is violence against your own career if you say the wrong things during a live broadcast or tweet them during some downtime in your hotel.

Nobody knows that better than former Major League pitcher Mike Bacsik, who threw a wild pitch on Twitter and was ultimately fired from a Dallas radio station for comments he made about an NBA playoff game.

Bacsik’s first brush with fame came as the pitcher who gave up Barry Bonds’s record-breaking 756th career home run in April 2007. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house that night, mainly because of the steroids, which have a way of making people emotional. Bacsik went viral a second time for all the wrong reasons in April 2010. The sport in question this time was basketball and Bacsik, who had been appearing regularly on KTCK Radio in Dallas, quickly disappeared after he shot an airball on Twitter. His hometown Dallas Mavericks were in a heated playoff series against their interstate rival, the San Antonio Spurs, when midway through game five the referee made a call that seemed to favor the Spurs.

Bacsik responded on Twitter by saying, Congratulations to all the dirty Mexicans in San Antonio.

Times like these make me think social media needs a Breathalyzer device that you blow into before you’re allowed to tweet to the whole entire world.

Unfortunately for Bacsik, it doesn’t exist yet, and to be clear, I don’t know that he’s even a drinker. He dang sure tweeted like one, though, and the man who got his start on sports channels was now being shown on CNN—and some news channels as well.

As the tweet was causing all kinds of cable news carnage, he apologized for his comments, claiming they were based in sarcasm that didn’t translate with Twitter users. They clearly didn’t translate with his radio bosses, either, and Bacsik was suspended indefinitely. The backlash grew so loud that a second statement was issued a day later announcing that he’d been sent on a permanent vacation. I’m not sure where he went, but something tells me it wasn’t San Antonio.

Now, was Mike Bacsik some type of a raging racist, as many claimed? I’d have a hard time issuing that verdict after one profoundly stupid tweet. Regardless, there’s no place in society for those types of comments, so it’s impossible to defend the guy without ultimately getting yourself canceled along the way.

What I will go to bat for is the need to issue sentencing guidelines in the court of public opinion. Right now, whenever somebody says something dumb, online prosecutors always recommend the career death penalty. Surely there has to be room for a fine or a suspension in certain instances? After all, the practice of losing one’s job the first time you say something stupid isn’t a great strategy for any of us to endorse in the long run, given how flawed we all happen to be.

Don’t get me wrong: there are certain comments that are too far out there even for me. Radio legend Don Imus made one of them in April 2007.

The I-Man, as he was known, looked like he got his start in radio covering the invention of fire. Truth be told, he began his broadcast career in 1964 and built up a massive audience of people who loved his surly style of put-down humor. Whether he was bashing staffers or brutally mocking current events, Imus was a morning host with the cranky demeanor of someone who wasn’t a morning person, and audiences loved him for it.

Time magazine had named him one of the 25 Most Influential People in America. Not just radio, but the country as a whole. He may have looked like an angry chain-smoking lesbian, but he made enough people happy to become a member of the National Broadcasting Hall of Fame.

None of that mattered on the morning of April 4, 2007, when he was discussing the previous night’s NCAA women’s championship basketball game. Imus and his staff were watching highlights on camera during the MSNBC simulcast of his CBS radio show when the following exchange ensued between the host and his longtime producer, the late Bernard McGuirk:

IMUS: That’s some rough girls from Rutgers. Man, they got tattoos and—

MCGUIRK: Some hard-core hos.

IMUS: That’s some nappy-headed hos right there. I’m gonna tell you that now, man, that’s some—woo! And the girls from Tennessee, they all look cute, you know, so like, kinda like, I don’t know.

They went on to compare the women to a pair of basketball teams in Spike Lee’s movie Do the Right Thing, but you could barely hear them over the sound of sponsors pulling out of the show. The phrase “nappy-headed hos” was instantly everywhere. All over cable news, just about every newspaper you could think of, and Imus got some extra help from an upstart social media app called Twitter, which was a year old at the time.

The good news for Imus was Twitter didn’t have nearly the reach it does now. The bad news was it didn’t matter. His comments were everywhere. It was impossible to change the radio station in my taxi that spring and not hear about it on whatever station you tuned in to next.

Every passenger who jumped in had a take, because prior to the smartphone swallowing human interaction whole, taxis were the original social media, with everyone weighing in on the hottest topics of the day, whether you asked them to or not. Even the other cabbies who traditionally honked at red lights as a means of getting your attention so they could make eye contact while they gave you the finger were now rolling up to the intersection, giving the horn a toot, and saying “nappy-headed hos.” Although it didn’t sound half as offensive in their broken English as it did in Imus’s broken person.

He was trending off the charts, and the longer it lasted, the bigger the controversy got. Nearly every high-profile guest and sponsor denounced his comments, and civil rights activists Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson began leading calls for his dismissal. I’m sure it didn’t help that his show frequently impersonated both men as grifters over the years. Long story short, they were both ready to collect some payback, although surprisingly it wasn’t coming in cash this time.

Imus publicly apologized to the Rutgers women’s team and asked for the right to privately apologize as well. But by then there was no saving him, and CBS pulled the plug on the morning of April 12, 2007. In a cruel twist, the announcement came on Imus’s radio platform, halfway through his annual telethon, which had raised over $40 million for children’s charities since 1990. That morning’s broadcast raised over $1.3 million after Imus opened the show by imploring listeners to donate as much as possible, seeing as it could be their last telethon on the station, which it was.

Imus’s firing was our first major collaborative cancel in that it built to a crescendo on multiple platforms until it became too big for his employers to ignore. Believe me, they wanted to wait out the storm, because if they were truly incensed by his comments, it wouldn’t have taken eight days to fire him.

This really was one of the very first examples of the cancel crowd moving markets. CBS held the line until they saw the sponsors skip town, at which point there was nothing left to do but pull the plug. If a bigger news story had ensued during the initial window of outrage and taken the I-Man out of the headlines and the heat off his sponsors, there’s no doubt he would’ve survived.

We only know this because less than eight months after his cancel was the number one trending story in America, Imus got right back on the air like the whole thing never happened. True story. In November 2007, he signed a deal with WABC Radio that also included a simulcast on Fox Business.

There was no huge backlash. There were no boycotts. By then the cancel crowd had moved on to new causes, proving that it was never about the original one. You see, giving the mob power didn’t actually give them values. It simply gave them a license to wreck anyone who stepped out of line.

For that reason, Imus was able to last another twelve years on both platforms, and he never really changed the show in any notable way because he didn’t have to. The mob was done with him once they got their way in 2007, so much so that there was hardly a mention of his passing in 2019.

It’s hard to say if Imus would’ve made it back onto the air had he been alive to make the same vile comments today. Calling an entire women’s basketball team a bunch of nappy-headed hos is far more delicate these days, especially when you consider that some of them are biological men.

Could you say “nappy-headed hombres” and live to tell the tale? I’m not sure, but the increased presence of social media in our lives has made the glare so much more intense that, at the very least, it would’ve taken him a lot longer to get back behind the mic.

Regardless of how things went, it wouldn’t do much to shorten the list of broadcasters who’ve been fired for saying dumb things on the air.

National Hockey League announcer Jeremy Roenick was put in the permanent penalty box for joking in February 2020 about having a three-way with his wife and a female co-host. He apologized and said the comments were made in jest, but the outrage mob kept the pressure on NBC, so unfortunately for Roenick, he did not get off. In more ways than one.

Two high school basketball announcers fouled out of a Maine radio station after body-shaming female players in January 2022. I won’t get into the specifics of their comments about the shape these girls were in, but I will confess to making similar ones about myself after Thanksgiving dinner. I wish I was kidding, but last holiday season was out of control. You know you’ve gotten fat when you’re out of breath from reading.

Major League Baseball announcer Thom Brennaman was fired for failing to read the room, and the microphone settings for that matter, when he slandered the gay community during a commercial break in May 2022.

It’s still unclear what city Brennaman was referring to when he made an aside to a colleague about the town being, quote, “one of the f*g capitals of the world.” Unfortunately for Brennaman, every capital of the world heard it because his mic was on, and the clip instantly went viral.

In a truly surreal—and now legendary—scene, he was forced to come back from commercial and immediately begin an on-air apology. But the game was also back from commercial. He began, “I made a comment earlier tonight that, uh, I guess, uh, went out over the air that I am deeply ashamed of. Uh, if I have hurt anyone out there, I can’t tell you how much I say from the bottom of my heart I’m so very, very sorry. I pride myself and think of myself as a man of faith—as there’s a drive into deep left field by Castellanos. It will be a home run. And so that’ll make it a 4–nothing ball game. . . .”

So as he was speaking, a player on the Cincinnati Reds belted a home run, and the play-by-play interrupted his apology! When the player concluded his home run trot, Brennaman finished striking out by saying, “I don’t know if I’m gonna be putting on this headset again.” As of this printing, neither do we. He was fired by the Ohio Sports Network that employed him and hasn’t been heard on air since.

North Carolina State University announcer Gary Hahn was slightly more fortunate after he got flagged for unsportsmanlike conduct during a college football game in December 2022. Hahn was calling the Duke’s Mayo Bowl between NC State and Maryland when he gave the following scoreboard update on another football game, the Sun Bowl, which was being played in Texas:

“Down amongst all the illegal aliens in El Paso, it’s UCLA 14 and Pittsburgh 6.”

It’s worth noting that at the time of his comments, the Sun Bowl was being forced to cancel its annual Fan Festival because the El Paso Convention Center was being used to hold migrants awaiting immigration proceedings in the courts. Unfortunately for Hahn, his employer decided the migrants weren’t the only ones who had crossed a border, and he was suspended.

It happened over the holidays, so the media focus wasn’t very big. For that reason Hahn, who’d been named the NCAA’s announcer of the year in 2010 and again in 2020, was ultimately brought back after serving a two-week penalty. He remains employed to this day, but there’s no guarantee it’ll stay that way if the White House doesn’t get this migrant crisis under control.

The sports world will only rack up new cancels as the line between politics and entertainment continues to blur. We could argue for days over whether it’s good to mix the two. I’m personally against it. Sports should serve as an escape from hard news, but no matter where you stand on the issue, one thing remains clear:

The old adage that “defense wins championships” definitely applies to the media just as much as the players. Especially if you’re one of those broadcasters with a strong offensive line.
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